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An increasing number of students are selecting for-profit 
universities to pursue their education (Snyder, Tan & 
Hoffman, 2006). Despite this trend, little empirical 
research attention has focused on these institutions, and 
the literature that exists has been classified as 
rudimentary in nature (Tierney & Hentschke, 2007).   
The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
factors that differentiated students who persisted beyond 
the first session at a for-profit university. A mixed 
methods research design consisting of three strands was 
utilized. Utilizing the College Student Inventory, 
student’s self-reported perceptions of what their college 
experience would be like was collected during strand 1. The 
second strand of the study utilized a survey design 
vi 
focusing on the beliefs that guided participants’ decisions 
to attend college. Discriminant analysis was utilized to 
determine what factors differentiated students who 
persisted from those who did not. A purposeful sample and 
semi-structured interview guide was used during the third 
strand. Data from this strand were analyzed thematically.  
 Students’ self-reported dropout proneness, predicted 
academic difficulty, attitudes toward educators, sense of 
financial security, verbal confidence, gender and number of 
hours worked while enrolled in school differentiated 
students who persisted in their studies from those who 
dropped out.  
Several themes emerged from the interview data 
collected. Participants noted that financial concerns, how 
they would balance the demands of college with the demands 
of their lives, and a lack of knowledge about how colleges 
operate were barriers to persistence faced by students. 
College staff and faculty support were reported to be the 
most significant supports reported by those interviewed. 
Implications for future research studies and practice are 
included in this study. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
Introduction 
An increasing number of students are selecting for-
profit colleges and universities (FPCU) to pursue or 
complete their education (Chung, 2008; Levesque et al., 
2008; Oseguera & Malagon, 2011; Phipps, Harrison & 
Merisotis, 2000 Snyder, Tan & Hoffman, 2006; Tierney & 
Hentschke, 2007). Despite this trend, little empirical 
research attention has been paid to FPCU’s and the students 
that enroll in for-profit institutions. The literature that 
exists has been characterized as rudimentary in nature 
(Chung, 2008; Oseguera & Malagon, 2011; Tierney & 
Hentschke, 2007). Studies focusing on retention and student 
behavior in for-profit institutions are limited in number 
and scope. The purpose of this study was to explore what 
specific factors are related to student persistence in for-
profit colleges and universities. Specifically, this mixed 
method study investigated the factors that differentiated 
students who persisted beyond the first session at a 
regionally accredited, for-profit institution of higher 
education from those who do not. This chapter presents the 
background to the study by reviewing the importance of a 
college education, college persistence in for-profit 
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colleges and universities. The conceptual framework, 
problem statement, and research question that guided this 
study are discussed next. The chapter concludes with an 
operational definition of terms, delimitations, and the 
significance of the study.  
The Importance of a College Education 
The positive impact that college has on students’ 
well-being has been well documented in the literature 
(Bowen, 1977; Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Merisotis, 2005; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Most published studies 
clearly support the view that consistent and positive 
cognitive, attitudinal, economic and psychosocial changes 
occur in students who attend college (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  
For example, a study conducted by The Institute for 
Higher Education Policy (1998) reported that college 
improved the lives of those students who graduated in a 
number of ways including: (a) the quality of life for their 
families and offspring; (b) enjoyment of hobbies and 
leisure activities; (c) levels of savings; (d) personal and 
professional mobility; and (e) consumer decision making. 
Studies have also found that college graduates tend to be 
viewed as being open-minded, cultured, rational, 
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consistent, and less authoritarian than individuals who did 
not attend or complete college (Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005). Finally, graduation from college has been found to 
have a positive effect in decreasing prejudice and in 
enhancing social status as well as an individual’s physical 
and psychological well-being (Cohn & Geske, 1992). 
In addition to these positive psychological and 
psychosocial changes, the impact of a college degree in 
providing a student access to higher paying jobs and 
careers is well established (Day & Newburger, 2002; Shultz, 
Colton & Colton, 2001). Individuals who are not college 
graduates often have low-paying, low-growth, and low-
mobility manufacturing or service sector jobs (Pew Higher 
Education Roundtable, 1994). A college education has been 
found to be a critical factor for overcoming poverty and 
improving an individual’s socioeconomic status (Swail, 
2000; Swail, Redd & Perna, 2003). Individuals who attain a 
bachelor’s degree benefit from a 20% to 40% increase in 
earnings when compared to individuals who only complete 
high school (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  
The average salary difference in 1993 between holders 
of bachelor degrees and high school graduates was 
calculated to be $15,201 (Outtz, 1995). The magnitude of 
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this difference has grown in successive years. A report 
released in 2006 by the U.S. Census Bureau states that the 
average salary of a bachelor’s degree holder in 2004 was 
$51,554 compared to the average salary of a high school 
graduate of $28,645. Calculated over a 30-year career 
period, high school graduates earn approximately $1.2 
million; associate degree graduates earn $1.6 million; and 
bachelor degree graduates earn approximately $2.1 million.  
The psychological and economic benefits that an 
individual accrues by graduating from college can be 
extrapolated to society as a whole. Researchers have noted 
a positive association between higher levels of societal 
education and better health, lower crime rates, greater 
levels of civic engagement and more vibrant national 
economies (Kelly & Presott, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005). In addition, studies have documented the positive 
impact that college attendance has on increased tax 
revenues, greater workplace productivity, increased 
workforce flexibility and decreased reliance on government 
financial support (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 
College Persistence 
Given the positive effects reviewed in the prior 
section, why would a student leave college? Researchers 
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have been struggling to answer this question for over 70 
years and have noted that first-year attrition in 
particular is a longstanding problem (Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 
1986). Increased calls for educational accountability by 
state and federal policymakers and student advocacy groups 
along with the increasing cost of a college education have 
sharpened the interest in college student persistence, both 
as a topic for scholarly research as well as for 
educational practice (Berger & Braxton, 1998; Berger & 
Lyon, 2005; Braxton, 2000; Braxton, 2009; Friedman & 
Mandel, 2009). Prior research has shown that students who 
leave college often withdraw because of personal, social or 
financial issues (Horn & Carroll, 1998; Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1995; Tinto, 1993). An analysis of the existing 
literature by Vincent Tinto has identified nine broad areas 
that can influence a student’s decision to depart from 
college: (a) academic difficulty;(b) lack of adjustment to 
college life; (c) incongruent or changing goals; (d) 
uncertainty; (e) lack of commitment; (f) lack of finances; 
(g) integration and community membership;(h) incongruence 
with institution; and (i) isolation (Tinto, 2007). 
Although more students are entering college today, 
fewer are graduating (American College Testing Program 
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[ACT], 2009). Persistence to graduation for all types of 
institutions was calculated at 45.0%. Undergraduate 
persistence to graduation rates ranged from 28.3% at 2-year 
public institutions to 55.9% at private baccalaureate 
institutions (ACT, 2009). First to second year persistence 
for all colleges and universities during 2008 was 
calculated to be 65.9%. Two-year public institutions had 
the lowest first to second year persistence with an average 
rate of 53.7%, while private baccalaureate institutions had 
the highest at 68.9% (ACT, 2009). Swail et al. (2003) 
estimated that 50% of all students who begin post-secondary 
education will eventually leave before completing their 
program of study. Finally, the majority of students who 
drop out of college leave within their first year of study 
and often during their first few months (Tinto, 1986). 
Early departure from college not only negatively 
impacts students who leave; it also negatively affects the 
colleges and universities involved. Braxton, Hirschy, and 
McClendon (2004) contend that the public and professional 
perception of institutional quality suffers when attrition 
is high. Similarly, the stability of institutional 
enrollments is negatively impacted by high attrition. In 
turn, this may negatively impact the budget of the 
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institution resulting in additional disruption to the 
organizational climate.  
For-profit Colleges and Universities 
The educational marketplace has grown more complex as 
new providers including for-profit institutions have 
entered the arena, and established institutions (e.g., 
community colleges) have expanded their scope of 
operations. In 2006, 2,679 of the 6,536 post-secondary 
institutions in the United States were classified as for-
profit institutions (National Center for Education 
Statistics [NCES], 2007). The major characteristics that 
for-profit institutions share have been identified by 
Kinser (2006). First, for-profit colleges and universities 
are not publicly supported by tax revenue, but rather by 
student tuition which, in turn, is often subsidized by 
government aid programs. For-profit institutions offer both 
undergraduate and graduate degrees, usually in career-
oriented fields. A number of for-profit institutions are 
regionally accredited and must meet rigorous academic 
requirements. Most for-profit institutions are local and 
relatively small in size but some are national in scope and 
are part of larger, publicly traded corporate entities. 
Location housing for-profit institutions are much smaller 
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than traditional colleges and universities and usually 
consist of classrooms, offices, and academic support 
services. The educational mission of for-profit 
institutions is focused on teaching and career-oriented 
education and does not typically involve research or 
academic scholarship (Tierney & Hentschke, 2007). In 2003, 
for-profit institutions enrolled approximately 6% of the 
post-secondary student population and were the fastest 
growing segment of education institutions (NCES, 2007; 
Tierney & Hentschke, 2007). Student enrollment at for-
profit institutions grew 52% between 1995 and 2000. By 
2007, for-profit institutions enrolled over 2.5 million 
students or 9% of all undergraduates in the United States 
(Fact Book, 2008). 
Students who attend for-profit institutions are more 
likely to be members of a racial or ethnic minority group, 
are independent, are more likely to be first generation 
students, be academically unprepared, have parents who did 
not complete high school, report lower incomes than other 
students who attend traditional colleges and universities, 
and have had educational experiences that have not been 
successful or rewarding (Fact Book, 2008; Howard-Vital, 
2006; Kelly, 2001; NCES, 2005). Minority students are 48% 
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of all enrolled students at for-profit institutions 
compared to 31% at public colleges (NCES, 2007; Tierney & 
Hentschke, 2007). Students who come from families with 
incomes below $20,000 are 27% of the population that enroll 
at for-profit schools compared to the 11% of students who 
report family incomes at this level and enroll in public 
institutions (Zamani-Gallaher, 2004). 
Problem Statement 
Persistence continues to be a significant issue for 
all colleges and universities (Berger & Lyon, 2005; 
Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 1986). Despite decades of focus, 
persistence rates have remained stagnant (ACT, 2009). 
Growing numbers of students are selecting for-profit 
institutions to pursue their higher education goals (Chung, 
2008; Oseguera & Malagon, 2011). Although college student 
persistence has been studied empirically for years, few 
studies have examined persistence among students who attend 
for-profit colleges and universities (Chung, 2009). The 
studies that have focused on for-profit institutions seem 
to suggest that prior academic preparation, the quality of 
faculty interactions with students, students’ commitment to 
completing their education, and their self-perceived 
efficacy about their academic skills are important factors 
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that can help determine persistence. However, most of these 
studies have been marked by methodological weaknesses 
limiting their utility. 
A need exists for research that focuses on the 
persistence of students who enroll in for-profit colleges 
and universities and the variables that distinguish between 
students that persist from those who drop out. Identifying 
those differentiating variables and factors can allow the 
institution to develop intervention strategies and programs 
aimed at enhancing student persistence.  
Research Question 
The main research question posed in this study was: 
What factors differentiate students who persist into their 
second session of study from those who drop out? 
A mixed methods research design consisting of three 
strands was utilized. One strand covered students’ self-
reported perceptions of what their college experience 
expectations were. Their demographic information was 
collected during strand two. The third strand utilized a 
predominantly qualitative approach with a purposeful sample 
for maximal variation emerging from the results of the 
earlier strands. Semi-structured, funnel-sequenced 
interviews were utilized during this strand.  
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Conceptual Framework 
A number of theoretical and conceptual frameworks have 
been utilized by researchers to explain persistence in 
higher education including those that have focused on 
economic, psychological, sociological, and organizational 
factors (Braxton, 2000). Three theories—Tinto’s Student 
Integration Theory, Braxton’s reformulation of Tinto’s 
theory, and Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior—form the 
conceptual framework for this study. Collectively, these 
theories informed this study with factors that have proven 
to be important for explaining persistence in higher 
education. 
Tinto’s (1975, 1986, 1993) Student Integration Theory 
is the dominant theoretical perspective in retention 
research. Tinto argues that students’ persistence in 
college is the result of a process where students assign 
values (either positive or negative) to their interactions 
with their chosen institution. These interactions occur 
with the people and the systems that make up every college 
and are influenced by the students’ own characteristics.  
The first step in the model is the pre-enrollment 
attributes that a student possesses and brings to college. 
These attributes include family background, academic skills 
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and abilities, as well as any prior schooling history and 
experiences. These pre-enrollment attributes impact and 
influence the initial goals and commitments that students 
make to education and their chosen college. Once students 
enter school, experiences in the academic and social 
systems of their college begin to impact their decision to 
either persist or leave. Within the academic system, 
students’ academic performance and their interactions with 
faculty and staff help shape their attitudes towards 
persistence. Experiences in the college’s social system 
largely center on extracurricular activities and peer group 
interactions. Both types of interactions also shape 
students intent to persist. As these experiences 
accumulate, students either feel integrated into the 
college community or feel increasingly isolated. 
Individuals who feel connected will strengthen their goals 
and commitment to persist while those who feel isolated 
will likely question their goals, find their commitment to 
school waning, and possibly elect to drop out.  
Tinto’s theory has been tested empirically and has 
received varying degrees of support (Braxton, Sullivan & 
Johnson, 1997). Criticism of Tinto’s formulation have 
centered on two major fronts. First, the theory’s roots 
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have been challenged as not having applicability to college 
persistence. Tinto largely based his theory on Emile 
Durkheim’s work on suicide. Durkheim (1951) felt that there 
were four types of suicide: fatalistic, egotistical, 
altruistic, and anomic. Of these four, Tinto believed that 
Durkheim’s characterization of egotistical suicide was best 
able to explain student departure from college as it 
focused on behavior (suicide) that resulted when 
individuals are unable to become socially and 
intellectually integrated and establish membership within 
the communities of society (Tinto, 1993). Braxton and 
others have argued that linking college attrition and 
suicide is a stretch at best as for some people attrition 
may result in positive results whereas most consider the 
only outcome of suicide to be negative (Braxton et al., 
1997).  
A second and more robust line of criticism has 
centered on the limitations of Tinto’s original studies. 
Opposing theorists have argued that Tinto’s model is only 
applicable to traditional students, who were for the most 
part as 18- to 21-year-old White, middle class males who 
were full-time residents at their college. These critics 
have argued, and to a large extent, have shown that Tinto’s 
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theory is not very effective in explaining the attrition of 
non-traditional, minority, part-time or non-residential 
students who make up the majority of students today 
(Council for Adult and Experiential Learning [CAEL], 2000; 
NCES, 2002). Tinto’s model is summarized graphically in 
Figure 1.  
 
Figure 1. Tinto’s Student Integration Theoretical Model 
(1993). 
Incorporating the work of Bean and Metzner (1985), 
which focused on non-traditional and commuter students, 
Braxton and his associates have reformulated Tinto’s 
original framework. Braxton’s persistence framework 
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addresses factors that non-traditional, minority, part-time 
and non-residential students encounter when making 
persistence decisions in college. When combined, these 
student groups comprise the majority of students enrolled 
at institutions of higher education today (Braxton et al., 
2004; Braxton & Lee, 2005) and the majority of students 
attending for-profit institutions (Tierney & Hentschke, 
2007).  
Braxton’s reformulation also begins with the student’s 
pre-existing attributes and characteristics. Braxton 
acknowledges more influence from the student’s external 
environment while giving a student’s academic experience 
equal weight with the traditional institutional factors 
favored by Tinto’s original theory. This reflects the view 
that Braxton and his associates hold that non-traditional, 
minority, part-time and non-residential students have more 
external commitments and responsibilities and are more 
likely to only interact with the academic community during 
their class sessions. Braxton’s model is summarized in 
Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Braxton et al.s’s Theory of Student 
Departure in Commuter Colleges and Universities (2004). 
The final theory that formed the conceptual framework 
informing this study was the Theory of Planned Behavior 
(TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) and is summarized in Figure 3  TPB has 
been a useful tool for predicting a wide range of behaviors 
(Ajzen, 1991). TPB states that behavioral intentions are 
the main drivers of behavior. As rational beings, 
individuals make decisions about what to do on the basis of 
thoughtful reasoning. Intentions are determined by three 
variables or beliefs. The first determining variable, known 
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as behavioral beliefs, focuses on the attitude toward the 
behavior in question by analyzing the potential outcomes of 
the behavior being contemplated and assigning positive or 
negative evaluations to the outcomes. The second type, 
labeled normative beliefs, looks at the subjective 
expectations of others and the motivation to comply with 
these expectations. The final belief type, labeled control 
beliefs, focuses on the factors that may encourage or 
prevent the performance of the intended behavior and the 
perceived power of these factors. If individuals feel that 
they have high behavioral control (i.e., they are not 
dependent on others to complete the behavior) then they 
will more likely complete the behavior in question (Ajzen, 
2006). These three beliefs are influenced and modified by 
each other.  
The intent to perform the behavior in question is 
determined by the three belief types. If the behavioral 
beliefs, attitudes toward the behavior, and normative 
beliefs are favorable and strong, and the perceived control 
is great, the person’s intention to perform the behavior in 
question should be strong (Ajzen, 2006). Discordance 
between the behavioral and normative belief types lessens 
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the likelihood that the individual will carry out and 
complete a planned behavior.  
 
Figure 3. Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior (2006). 
Significance of the Study 
There is growing concern today about student success 
and educational effectiveness (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt, 
2005). Although enrollments are at record levels, the ratio 
of students completing their programs of study and earning 
a degree has stayed constant for several decades. All 
stakeholders involved in the educational process, including 
state and federal governments, educational policymakers, 
students and parents, along with educational institutions 
are increasingly asking how many incoming students 
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graduate. Increasing retention rates will have a 
significant positive impact for the individuals involved, 
for the institutions that they enroll in, and ultimately 
for society as a whole (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 
Knowing which factors differentiate students who persist 
from those who decide to drop out is the first step in 
improving student persistence and success. 
The increasing differentiation of the educational 
marketplace and the introduction of new types of governance 
in higher education underscore the need for the extension 
and replication of existing research in different types of 
institutions, including for-profit institutions. Not only 
will this provide new information about how non-traditional 
(e.g., adult and commuter students) or under-represented 
(e.g., Hispanics, students of African descent) groups 
behave as they engage higher education; it will also allow 
researchers to expand, strengthen, and broaden existing 
theoretical constructs that delineate the field. 
Delimitations 
 This study was limited by focusing on one location of 
a large for-profit university. The facility was located in 
Broward County, Florida, and is a majority/minority 
location with a limited number of non-Hispanic white 
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students. Further replication of this study would be needed 
before the results could be extrapolated to other locations 
or institutions. A second limitation impacting this study 
was the use of self-reported data, and the instruments used 
to collect this data may not measure all of the variables 
that impact students’ decisions to persist or drop out of 
college. 
Definitions 
For-profit institution. For-profit educational institutions 
are either organized as a corporation or sole 
proprietorship whose investors or stockholders benefit 
from a profit or suffer a loss as a result of the 
institution’s educational services. A for-profit 
institution’s main source of continuing funding is 
student tuition. While students are typically 
supported by state and federal government financial 
aid programs, there is no direct institutional support 
from the state or federal governments. Typically, for-
profit institutions are blocked from obtaining 
research grants and thus concentrate on teaching and 
not research activities. The terms for-profit and 
proprietary are interchangeable and are equivalent in 
meaning. 
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Non-traditional student. Non-traditional students are 
defined by The National Center for Education 
Statistics of the United States Department of 
Education (NCES, 2002) as any student who has at least 
one of the following characteristics: (a) did not 
enter post-secondary education in the same calendar 
year that he or she finished high school; (b) attends 
part-time for at least part of the academic year; (c) 
works more than 35 hours per week while enrolled; (d) 
is considered financially independent for purposes of 
determining eligibility for financial aid; (e) has 
dependents other than a spouse; (f) is a single 
parent; or (g) does not have a high school diploma. 
This definition was used in this study. 
Student attrition. In this study student attrition is 
defined as the number of students who do not return to 
school after each session. The reasons for attrition 
can be either voluntary student choice or involuntary 
due to academic dismissal or other violations of 
institutional policies. 
Student retention. Students who complete one session and 
enroll in the next subsequent session is the 
definition of student retention in this study.  
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Stopping out. A behavior pattern where students leave 
school for one or several sessions and then return to 
enroll again in a later session.  
Withdrawal. A voluntary departure from school by a student 
before completing all requirements for program 
completion. 
Academic dismissal. An involuntary departure from school 
for not maintaining the institution’s cumulative grade 
point average. 
Attendance dismissal. An involuntary departure from school 
for not attending classes that a student is enrolled 
in over a 2-week consecutive time period.  
Persistence. A student’s uninterrupted part-time or full-
time registration until program graduation. 
Session. An 8-week term of study. Classes taught in 
sessions follow the established Carnegie hours of 
instruction. For example, a 3-credit session course 
meets for 45 instructional hours spread out over an 8-
week period. 
Summary 
This dissertation investigated the difference between 
students who persist into a second session of study from 
those who drop out at a for-profit institution. This 
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chapter provided an overview and introduction to the study 
along with a statement of the problem. In addition, the 
conceptual framework, research question, and the purpose of 
the study were also discussed. Chapter 2 reviews the 
relevant research related to this investigation. Chapter 3 
describes the participants, measures, procedures, and data 
analysis that were utilized to answer the research 
question. Chapter 4 presents and discusses the findings 
that were obtained. Finally, using the findings, Chapter 5 
presents conclusions and recommendations for both future 
research and practice in the field of student retention in 
higher education.  
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CHAPTER II 
Literature Review 
The research question asked in this study was to 
identify factors that differentiated students who persisted 
into a second session of study from those who dropped out 
at a regionally accredited, for-profit university. In an 
effort to identify these factors, the existing research was 
reviewed. First, general theories underlying retention 
research are briefly discussed. Second, the empirical 
research on student persistence is reviewed. Studies that 
focused on for-profit institutions as well as community 
colleges were reviewed. Community colleges were included in 
the review as their educational mission is similar to for-
profit institutions. Studies that have investigated the 
persistence of African-American, Hispanic, and non-
traditional students were also reviewed as they are the 
largest student groups who attend for-profit colleges and 
universities (America loses ground in college access, 
participation, study finds, 2003, Chung, 2009; Tierney & 
Hentschke, 2007).  
Retention Theories 
Scholars have studied college student persistence for 
over 70 years (Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 1993). The earliest 
25 
studies on student persistence began in the 1930s (Berger & 
Lyon, 2005). Studies that attempted to build a theoretical 
base that could be used to fuel future research began 
appearing in the 1970s. Theoretical approaches for student 
persistence can be categorized into four broad categories: 
(a) economic theories, (b) organizational theories, (c) 
psychological theories, and (d) sociological theories. Each 
of these categories is briefly discussed in the following 
sections. 
Economic Theories 
Analyzing the costs and benefits of attending an 
institution of higher education by an individual forms the 
basis of the economic approach to college persistence. 
Economic theories stipulate that an individual’s investment 
in education, training, or personal development should 
generate a return to the individual in terms of time, 
money, or energy. Braxton (2003) noted that departure from 
college might occur if a student perceives that the cost of 
attending a particular school exceeds the perceived 
benefits of attendance. A number of studies focusing on the 
relationship between financial aid and student persistence 
concluded that a student’s ability to pay and their 
perceptions about the costs of their educational endeavors 
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impacted retention (Cabrera & Nora, & Castenada, 1994; St. 
John, Cabrera, Nora, & Asker, 2000). 
Organizational Theories 
The impact of organizational behavior on student 
persistence helps define the organizational theory 
framework. Bean (1980) adapted theories of worker turnover 
and argued that 10 variables influence student 
satisfaction, which in turn impact a student’s decision to 
continue or leave school. Bean hypothesized that the 
following organizational variables could have a positive 
impact on student retention:  participation, communication, 
and distributive justice. Routinization, another 
organizational behavior, had a negative impact on 
retention. Five individual level variables were also 
theorized to positively impact retention: grades, perceived 
practical value of coursework, personal development, course 
content, and membership in campus organizations. Over time, 
theories emphasizing economic and organizational factors 
have lost favor while those focusing on psychological and 
sociological characteristics have received increasing 
support and research attention. However, it is important to 
note that a student’s socioeconomic status is still viewed 
as one of the strongest predictors of persistence. In 
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addition, studies on the importance of financial aid and a 
student’s ability to pay for college continue to appear in 
the research literature on a regular basis (Cabrera & Nora, 
1994; St. John et al., 2000). 
Psychological and Sociological Frameworks 
A growing number of theoretical formulations attempt 
to explain student attrition using psychological and 
sociological characteristics and processes. Psychological 
factors may include issues like academic aptitude and 
skills, motivational states, personality traits, and 
student development theories (Bean & Eaton, 2000). The 
sociological perspective argues that social structures and 
social forces are the main drivers of college student 
attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Kuh & Love, 2000). These 
theories argue that a student’s peers, family socioeconomic 
situation (SES), anticipatory socialization, and the 
support of significant others are important factors that 
influence whether or not a student stays in school. Four 
authors’ theories that utilize psychological and 
sociological factors—Astin (1984), Bean and Metzner (1985), 
Tinto (1975), and Braxton et al. (1997)—are reviewed in the 
following sections. 
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Astin’s theory of student involvement. Alexander Astin 
(1984) argues that a student’s involvement in college 
directly correlates with the likelihood that the student 
will stay in school. Student involvement according to Astin 
is the physical and psychological energy that a student 
invests in the academic experience. A more involved student 
is likely to engage in behaviors that enhance his or her 
academic preparation and skills; is more likely to 
participate actively in extra-curricular activities, and 
will frequently engage with other students and faculty. An 
uninvolved student is seen as one who likely neglects his 
or her studies, is aloof about campus and college 
activities or lacks contact with peers or faculty. 
According to Astin, an involved student stands a better 
chance at staying in school. 
Astin’s theory consists of five basic tenets. First a 
student’s involvement can be highly generalized (e.g., 
their entire experience as a sophomore) or very specific 
(e.g., preparing for their first mathematics midterm). 
Second, regardless of the experience, all involvement 
occurs along a continuum. Students can perceive the same 
experience quite differently, depending on the context. For 
example, a student may dread preparing for a mathematics 
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midterm but enjoy preparing for a midterm in a psychology 
class. The third tenet explains that every experience has 
both qualitative and quantitative components. For example, 
the amount of time that a student spends studying for an 
exam can be measured quantitatively (e.g., how many hours 
are spent studying), and the student’s experience can also 
be described qualitatively and quantitatively (e.g., the 
comprehension of the material exhibited by the student 
after studying). Fourth, the amount of student learning and 
development associated with any educational program is 
directly related to the quality and quantity of student 
involvement in that program. Finally, Astin asserts that 
the effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is 
directly related to the ability of that policy or practice 
to increase student involvement, which correlates with 
degree attainment. 
Bean and Metzner’s nontraditional student attrition 
model. Bean and Metzner (1985) proposed a retention model 
that focused on the older, non-traditional student. They 
suggest that student persistence is guided by one or a 
combination of the following variables: (a) academic 
performance, (b) intent to leave, (c) previous performance 
and educational goals, and (d) environmental variables. 
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Bean and Metzner contend that environmental variables, 
including finances, hours of employment, outside support 
and family responsibilities, are more important in 
determining whether an adult student persists than academic 
performance. The researchers claim that environmental 
variables are so salient to adult learners that they can 
compensate for weak academic support. Finally, the authors 
also claim that the most important environmental variables 
(e.g., finances, family responsibilities, and number of 
hours worked while in school) are likely to differ for 
subgroups such as part-time students, minorities, 
academically under-prepared students, and those individuals 
who are enrolled in non-traditional colleges and 
universities. 
Tinto’s student integration theory. Spady (1970) took 
a sociological approach and theorized that attrition was 
explained by the interaction of a student’s attributes and 
the college environment. If there is congruency or fit 
between the student and the collegiate environment, the 
student feels welcome and at ease both socially and 
academically, thus heightening the likelihood that they 
complete their educational pursuits. A lack of congruency 
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or fit increases the possibility that the student will 
abandon their goals and leave school prematurely.  
Building on Spady’s work and Durkheim’s theory of 
suicide (1951), Tinto (1975, 1986, 1993) argues that 
student departure from college is the result of a 
longitudinal process where a student assigns meaning to his 
or her interaction with all aspects of their chosen college 
or university. Specifically, Tinto states that three 
characteristics (family background, academic skills, and 
prior academic experiences) that each student possesses 
when they enter college directly influence their decisions 
to either stay in school or depart. Two additional factors 
influence student persistence. One is the students’ initial 
commitment to the institution, and the second is the 
student’s commitment to the goal of graduating from 
college. These two factors influence the level of a 
student’s potential integration into the academic and 
social environment provided by their institution. 
An institution’s academic environment helps students 
enhance their commitment to the institution and their 
eventual graduation through either structural or normative 
methods. Structural academic integration calls for the 
student to meet the explicit academic standards of the 
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institution. Normative integration comes about when a 
student identifies with the normative structure of the 
institution’s academic system. 
Social integration also helps fuel a student’s 
commitment. Tinto contends that social integration exists 
when there is congruency between the individual student and 
the social system of a college. A college’s social system 
is composed of individuals within the college, informal, 
and formal organizations as well as the entire college 
community. 
A student’s individual entry characteristics along 
with their social and academic integration form an 
iterative cycle with the student’s commitment to the 
institution and to graduation. The greater a student’s 
academic integration, the greater the student’s level of 
commitment to the goal of college graduation. The greater a 
student’s social interaction, the greater the likelihood 
that the student’s commitment to the institution will 
increase. The higher these commitments go, the higher the 
likelihood that the student will persist. Subsequent 
revisions of Tinto’s model (Braxton, 2003; Pascarella & 
Chapman, 1983) have added and incorporated additional 
influencers on student commitments including financial 
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resources, family and work support, and a student’s 
classroom experience. This elaboration is discussed in more 
detail in the following section. 
Braxton’s theory of student departure from commuter 
colleges and universities. Braxton et al. (1997) noted that 
few of Tinto’s theoretical constructs have been supported 
by studies conducted in commuter colleges and universities. 
Based on findings from the literature, Braxton and his 
associates used an inductive approach to develop their 
extension of Tinto’s earlier work. In their work with non-
traditional students, Bean and Metzner (1985) observed that 
different types of students attend commuter schools from 
those who attend traditional residential institutions. 
Students at these institutions can include traditional age 
students who live at home with their parents, older 
students who may or may not be in the workforce, students 
with family obligations, full-time students and part-time 
students. Thus, for many students who attend commuter or 
non-traditional institutions, their academic endeavors are 
among the various activities that fill their lives.  
According to Braxton et al.’s model, eight factors 
influence student persistence at commuter schools. First, a 
student’s entry characteristics influence persistence. 
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Examples of these characteristics include a student’s 
family background, academic ability, academic preparation, 
and gender. Second, the external environment can impact 
student persistence. The internal campus environment 
impacts whether a student connects or disengages and 
eventually leaves school. Braxton and his associates also 
claim that a student’s psychological and sociological 
characteristics influence their decision to persist in 
school. Organizational (e.g., student services) and 
economic factors (e.g., financial aid) also influence 
student retention. Finally, Braxton argues that without 
strong social connections on campus, commuter students are 
even more impacted by the academic community available to 
them. They argue that in a commuter school, the classroom 
must serve as a community, forging meaningful connections 
between students and faculty and among students themselves. 
This refinement and extension of Tinto’s earlier work by 
Braxton and his associates is relevant to the current study 
in that it takes into account factors that might impact 
student persistence among non-traditional students. 
No one theoretical model focuses on the specific 
correlates of persistence in for-profit universities. No 
theoretical framework explains or predicts persistence in a 
35 
for-profit setting. Each of the models and theories 
reviewed can contribute to the development of a model that 
is highly relevant to these institutions. Clearly, any 
persistence model needs to incorporate economic components, 
an individual’s psychological characteristics, 
institutional, and organizational factors.  
Empirical Research on Student Persistence 
Research on For-profit Institutions 
For-profit institutions of higher education are 
generally not well represented in the research literature 
(Ruch, 2001; Tierney & Hentschke, 2007). The majority of 
published studies on for-profit colleges and universities 
have focused on organizational and economic structure. Few 
studies have concentrated on student behavior or their 
academic experiences in these institutions. 
Sauchuk (2003) postulated that due to the pressure 
generated by shareholders and other external parties many 
for-profit institutions dedicate substantial efforts and 
resources to improving student persistence. He theorized 
that this environment could be a fertile source for proven 
effective strategies that could be used to enhance 
retention throughout the educational spectrum. In order to 
investigate this, he conducted a case study of retention at 
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the Art Institute of Philadelphia. Two programs were 
selected for the study: photography and industrial design 
technology. The photography program had the lowest 
graduation rates within the institution while the 
industrial design technology program enjoyed the highest 
graduation rate. Sauchuk had several research questions (a) 
why did the industrial design program retain their students 
at a higher rate? (b) What roles do administrators, faculty 
and students play in retention at a for-profit college? (c) 
Does the type of academic program a student enrolls in 
impact retention? and (d) How do student entry variables 
impact retention at a for-profit college?  
Several methods were utilized in the study. First, 
college documents were reviewed and examined. Information 
including student demographic data, program 
characteristics, class attendance, and completion records 
as well as internal college retention reports was 
collected. Second, the investigator observed and took notes 
at college staff meetings where retention was discussed. 
Third, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 
administrators, 20 faculty members, and 30 randomly 
selected students. Finally, graduation rates, student GPAs, 
and remedial class participation classes were examined.  
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Sauchuk (2003) concluded that three major factors 
caused the differences in retention rates between the two 
programs. First, prior academic preparation was identified 
as a strong predictor of retention at this institution. 
Students who had strong backgrounds in both math and 
English were more likely to graduate than those students 
who needed remedial assistance. Second, positive 
relationships between students and faculty played an 
important role in integrating students into the institution 
and this impacted retention rates favorably. Finally, 
employment criteria directly impacted retention rates. 
Students who matriculated in the industrial design 
technology needed to complete the degree to qualify for job 
openings in the area. Few positions were available for 
applicants who had not completed a post-secondary degree. 
The photography program did not benefit from this situation 
as students were able to exit the program and enter the job 
market successfully without completing the program.  
Boggs (2007) conducted a study investigating the 
differences between students who maintained continuous 
enrollment in college from those that did not. Demographic 
variables, entrance exam scores and the student’s college 
transcript were analyzed in this ex post facto study. A 
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regression analysis showed that the number of credits taken 
during a student’s third term of study was the only 
predictor that a student would stop enrolling. Students who 
enrolled for 12 credits or more were more likely to persist 
than those students who enrolled for 6 or fewer credits. 
Dyer (2006) studied persistence at a group of 25 for-
profit art and design colleges by analyzing internal 
documents detailing persistence data for each of the 
colleges. Each college’s enrollment was broken down by 
gender, race, and program of study and recorded. A 
questionnaire was also developed and completed by 
administrators at each college. The questionnaire was aimed 
at determining the level of implementation of 19 student 
success practices adopted by the group. Data from the 
internal documents, demographic breakdown, and the 
questionnaire were entered into a stepwise regression 
equation. Race was the only factor found to be a 
statistically significant predictor of persistence (p = 
.02) with White students more likely to persist at these 
institutions than non-White students. Race was found to 
account for 46% of variance. No other variables were found 
to be statistically significant. 
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Baughman (1997) investigated students who graduated 
from a for-profit institution. The study attempted to 
determine if a student’s feeling of self-efficacy or 
demographic variables as well as the student’s academic 
performance during their first session of study predicted 
eventual graduation. Students who reported high levels of 
self-efficacy were found to be more likely to complete 
their program of study than those who had low or middle 
feelings of self-efficacy. 
Piazza (1996) studied 742 students at a proprietary 
post-secondary institution in Georgia. The purpose of the 
study was to investigate the applicability of Tinto’s 
(1986) model of voluntary student withdrawal. The study was 
the first attempt to establish the validity of Tinto’s 
theory in a for-profit institution. Students were surveyed 
twice using a questionnaire developed by the investigator. 
The first survey was completed at the beginning of the 
first session and the follow up survey was administered 
during the second session or by mail if the student had 
left the institution. Of the 742 students in the research 
pool, 318 completed the first survey with 204 completing 
both surveys. The resulting data suggested that a student’s 
commitment to achieving his or her goal of earning a 
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college degree was the strongest influence predictor of 
persistence. The results also supported the hypothesis that 
faculty interaction with students had a positive influence 
on retention. Certain demographic factors (age and gender) 
were found to be positive forces impacting retention. 
However, race was not found to be a significant 
contributing factor in students’ decision to persist.  
Clehouse (2000) conducted a study whose purpose was to 
create and pilot a predictive instrument to measure student 
persistence at DeVry University-Chicago. The researcher 
selected six valid and reliable pre-dispositional survey 
instruments from the literature and combined them to form 
one instrument. The resulting 100-item questionnaire was 
administered to 925 first term, first year students at two 
DeVry locations in the greater Chicago area. In this study 
persistence was defined as those students who were still 
enrolled one year after their initial term. Data analysis 
consisted of direct discriminant analysis with further 
analysis using ANOVAs and t tests. Of the original nine 
constructs measured by the combined instrument, seven were 
found to be significant (p < .05). Locus of control was 
discovered to the best predictor for those students who 
were considered to be academically prepared for college 
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based on admission scores on the College Placement Test 
(CPT) published by the College Board. Coping skills and the 
expectation-disconfirmation quality were found to be the 
best predictors for students who needed to complete 
developmental coursework before beginning college courses.  
The studies reviewed above that have focused on 
persistence within for-profit institutions have 
methodological weaknesses that limit their utility. The 
combined information generated by the studies does not 
adequately explain the factors that differentiate students 
who persist from those who drop out at these institutions. 
For example, Sauchuk’s (2003) study is hampered by a small 
(n=30) student sample. Piazza’s (1996) study used a self-
developed research questionnaire without assessing its 
reliability and validity. Finally, Clehouse’s (2000) 
research study suffers from a fragmented theoretical 
framework that is not grounded in prior research on college 
student persistence (e.g., Tinto’s Student Integration 
Model; Bean and Metzner’s Nontraditional Student Attrition 
Model). 
Research on Factors Differentiating Students Who Persist 
Most of the available research on pre-enrollment 
predictors of attrition have centered on cognitive measures 
42 
including SAT and ACT scores (Moore, Jensen, Hsu, & Hatch, 
2002). The majority of published studies report that 
student scores on cognitive tests like the SAT and ACT do 
not predict student persistence in college (Arbonna and 
Novy, 1990). Moore (2004) suggests that this weak 
correlation may be attributed to the fact that such tests 
allegedly measure a student’s cognitive ability but that 
they do not measure non-cognitive factors such as 
motivation which has proven to be critical to success in 
academic endeavors. 
In a study using data from the Cooperative 
Institutional Research Program (CIRP) freshman survey, 
investigators studied 5,221 students to identify predictors 
of retention. Sixty two variables were examined in a 
logistic regression model, resulting in 16 that, according 
to the researchers, were effective predictors of 
persistence. These factors included but were not limited to 
the numbers of hours that students worked during their 
studies; fears about their ability to pay for school; their 
perceived relationships with their high school teachers; 
their expectations of academic problems that they would 
encounter; and their parents’ educational history. 
43 
In a study largely aimed at assessing the predictive 
validity of the Risk and Promise Profile, Cubeta, Travers, 
and Scheckley (2000) studied 542 students attending six 
different educational institutions. The investigators found 
that successful students tended to be older than those 
students who were not successful. In addition, successful 
students reported that their prior experiences in the 
educational system were positive as opposed to those 
students who were not successful in their earlier 
educational pursuits. Successful students were also found 
to have higher levels of academic self-efficacy as 
learners, an internal locus of control, and a strong 
motivation to succeed.  
McDaniel and Graham (2001) reviewed persistence at a 
historically Black university. The sample consisted of 
1,949 first time degree seeking students. The predictor 
variables that had the highest correlations with one year 
retention statistics were overall ACT test scores, ACT math 
sub score, adequacy of prior education, high school grade 
point average, high school rank, and the students’ views of 
themselves.  
In another study using the College Student Inventory, 
Browning (2000) followed a cohort of 474 college students 
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for 2 years. Students initially completed the CSI and then 
were monitored 2 years later to see if they were still 
enrolled. The study found that students who had a high 
level of self-perceived leadership ability, a high level of 
self-perceived emotional support from their families, and a 
high sense of career knowledge were more likely to persist 
than those who did not.  
Allen (1997) examined the relationship between entry 
variables as well as three motivational factors on 
retention and grades of 81 college freshmen. The entry 
variables were gender, ethnicity, parental education, 
financial aid status, and high school rank. The 
motivational factors were identified from the Noel Levitz 
College Student Inventory (CSI) and included: (a) desire to 
finish college, (b) the impression of the institution, and 
(c) family emotional support. The investigator concluded 
that a student’s motivation as measured by the CSI was a 
positive predictor of persistence. Students with low scores 
on these scales tended to have significantly higher 
attrition than those students who reported strong 
motivation. 
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Retention in Community Colleges 
Community colleges are highly similar to for-profit 
institutions in terms of program offerings and student 
characteristics. Most community colleges focus on career or 
technical education which is the niche where most if not 
all for-profit institutions operate. Also, most community 
college campuses have limits with respect to student 
services and social activities as most cater to adult, 
first time in college commuter students. For-profit 
institutions tend to target the same type of students for 
admission. Instructional processes and resources are 
similar in both types of institutions as both focus on 
teaching activities as opposed to research. Finally, the 
research on African American and Hispanics that deals with 
retention is also relevant as they tend to most likely be 
first time in college students. These students are 
typically targeted for recruitment by the for-profit 
institutions. 
McClenney and Waiwaiole (2005) reported six strategies 
that had been found to be successful in mitigating student 
attrition at a dozen “best practice community colleges.” 
The colleges were designated “best practice” as a result of 
a review of their performance on the Community College 
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Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) along with an analysis 
of their institutional retention data and a blind review of 
their retention practices by a national panel of community 
college experts. The following strategies were found to be 
exemplary: (a) Use of student success courses; (b) Use of 
learning communities; (c) Effective advising; (d) 
Collective responsibility for retention; (e) Extensive use 
of learning support strategies, and (f) Hiring the right 
people. 
Many if not most community colleges operate under the 
premise of open admissions. Freer-Weiss (2004) investigated 
the concept of late admission and the impact of this 
process on student attrition. The investigator reviewed 785 
admissions files of first time matriculated college 
freshmen. Using Tinto’s model of attrition (Tinto, 1986) as 
a theoretical base, the investigator hypothesized and 
confirmed that students who applied late had different 
characteristics than students who applied earlier. A second 
hypothesis was that students who apply late to college did 
not perform as well academically as students who did not 
apply late. The findings did not support the second 
hypothesis in that late applicants did not significantly 
differ in academic performance from those students who had 
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applied earlier. A final hypothesis that was tested and 
supported was that students who applied late were less 
likely to re-enroll in college during a subsequent term. 
This study found that students who apply late have 
different demographic characteristics, prior academic 
histories, and enrollment objectives than those students 
who applied to college earlier. The author concludes that 
the profile of the late applicant in this study strongly 
supports the profile established in the literature for 
students with the highest attrition rates. 
Zhai and Monzon (2001) studied students who had 
dropped out of one of three community colleges in the San 
Diego Community College district. Information was collected 
from student records. A questionnaire was sent to random 
samples of students to assess their reasons for leaving. 
Significant reasons reported by students as reasons for 
their departure included class and work schedule conflicts, 
financial difficulties, and a lack of financial aid.  
Moman (2002) studied the effects of a mentoring 
intervention on student retention in a community college in 
Indiana. The study investigated the effects of mentoring 
along with variables such as gender, ethnicity, marital 
status, and age group on student retention and grade point 
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average. Results indicated that females responded favorably 
to mentoring and therefore had higher grade point averages 
than males did. In addition, the data supported the notion 
that older students were more likely to persist than 
younger students. 
Solis (1995) studied the intent to persist among 100 
community college students in five Texas institutions. The 
students completed a questionnaire on their college 
experiences, out of college support systems, financial 
ability to complete college, and intent to persist. The 
advisement that students received was a critical factor 
that impacted students’ intent to persist. This was 
especially true for Hispanic students.  
Hawley and Harris (2005) studied entering students at 
Prince George Community College. Students in the study were 
given the Cooperative Institutional Research Program 
Freshmen Survey to complete during an orientation session. 
Factor analyses of the student responses suggested that 
characteristics predicting student persistence were 
clustered around three major areas: barriers, motivation 
and aspirations, and expectations. Specifically, the number 
of developmental classes required to be completed 
(barriers), the intention to transfer to a 4-year 
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institution (motivation and aspirations), and the 
expectation that English as a second language could be 
problematic were the strongest predictors of attrition. 
Dayton (2005) interviewed 22 community college 
students with a focus on identifying what forces created 
challenges for them to stay in school. She noted six major 
challenges that students identified as forces to overcome 
if they were going to succeed educationally. First, 
students identified financial difficulties as a source of 
considerable concern. Second, poor communication skill in 
the English language was mentioned by students as a key 
factor contributing to their fears. Motivation was 
mentioned by all students as a challenge to overcome. The 
remaining forces identified in the interviews were 
transportation, balancing school and work, and limited 
resources available at their respective community college. 
Membership and participation in a supportive community 
was found by Naretto (1995) to be of critical importance 
for adult students in community colleges. Adult students 
who persisted indicated greater positive involvement and 
connections with both student and faculty communities than 
those who did not complete their degrees. This finding was 
supported by a study conducted by Graham and Gisi (2000). 
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They analyzed the responses of 19,000 students who had 
completed the College Outcomes Survey published by the 
American College Testing Program (2009). Their findings 
showed that the more time adults were engaged in academic 
experiences, the greater their self-reported learning 
outcomes. The researchers also concluded that interactions 
that students had with their faculty members were an even 
stronger predictor of student success and satisfaction with 
their respective learning experiences. 
Guarino and Hocevar (2005) surveyed 641 community 
college students in introductory psychology classes. 
Student’s locus of control, commitment, and social and 
academic integration were measured. The investigators 
discovered that students with an internal locus of control 
were 40% more likely to persist but achieved lower grades 
than those students with an external locus of control. 
Additional findings of interest reported in this study were 
that female students were twice as likely to drop out as 
male students and minority students were 1.5 times more 
likely to drop out than non-minority students.  
Ulm (2002) investigated the effect of a mentoring 
intervention on student persistence at Ivy Tech State 
College in Indiana. Participants included students who were 
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identified as having a high dropout potential after 
completing the College Student Inventory (CSI). The effect 
of mentoring and selected demographic variables on student 
retention and grade point average was studied. The results 
revealed that the interaction of gender and mentoring 
treatment were significant on grade point average (minimum 
increase of .25). Age had positive effects on both 
retention and grade point average. The dropout proneness 
score generated by the CSI could not predict either 
retention or grade point average with this sample. 
Basha and Lunenburg (2001) assessed the usefulness of 
the College Student Inventory (CSI) as a predictive tool by 
researching which, if any, of the 17 scales of the CSI 
distinguished enrollment status and academic success in 
students attending community colleges. The research sample 
consisted of 1,368 students at eight community colleges. 
Significant differences were found for 2 of the 19 (α = 
.05) scales of the full version CSI. The Academic 
Assistance scale differentiated between students who 
persisted from those that did not. The Career Counseling 
scale successfully distinguished between academically 
successful and academically unsuccessful students. 
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African American Student Persistence 
A number of studies have investigated African 
Americans who persisted and sought to identify those 
characteristics that made them successful in college. A 
number of operational definitions of success and 
persistence can be found in these studies, which have 
mostly focused on the completion of the first year of study 
and then graduation. Mason (1998) reported that the extent 
to which African American students were likely to persist 
in their studies depended on how clear they were about what 
they wanted to be, or achieve, and on how deep seated these 
goals were. Mason interviewed 93 African American males who 
attended the City Colleges of Chicago. In addition to their 
desires, students reported that the support that they had 
received from outside the college and the extent to which 
they believed that their educational pursuits would benefit 
their future were factors that impacted their persistence. 
It is important to note that these were student perceptions 
and should not be perceived as a causal statement. 
Allen (1997) reported that African American students 
who engaged in social activities reported that they were a 
part of the institutional social environment and were more 
likely to persist than those students who did not engage 
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and remained isolated. These findings were replicated by 
Watson and Kuh (1996) and Berger and Milem (1999). Peltier, 
Laden, and Matranga (1999) reported that African American 
women persist at a higher rate than African American males. 
According to Trippi and Baker (1989), social integration 
significantly contributed to the persistence of African 
American females but not African American males. 
Sleet (2000) interviewed African American 
undergraduates and found that those who were successful and 
completed were able to establish and engage support systems 
that helped them cope with the challenges presented by 
their studies. In addition, the researcher noted that 
successful African American students had an internal locus 
of control, as they took personal responsibility for their 
education and did not delegate this to others. Littleton 
(2001) studied African American students who persisted at 
predominantly white small colleges in Appalachia. The 
researcher was able to synthesize several common themes. 
African American students that persisted reported that 
faculty influence, campus involvement, support from family, 
peer relationships, and a positive attitude as important 
factors that led to their persistence.  
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Several studies have specifically focused on 
identifying factors that differentiate African Americans 
who persist into a second session of study from those who 
did not. In a study of 202 degree seeking community college 
African American male students, Serra Hagedorn, Maxwell and 
Hampton (2002) attempted to identify factors that could 
best predict retention among this student cohort, which 
traditionally has the lowest retention rate of all racial 
or ethnic groups nationally. Placement data that assessed a 
student’s basic writing, reading, and math skills were 
collected on each student. In addition, student’s self-
reported feelings on their educational background, college 
plans, plan of study, work responsibilities, high school 
coursework, and their efficacy in English and mathematics 
were collected. Logistic regression was utilized to analyze 
the data. Four variable groupings were used in the 
regression equations that were designed. The first grouping 
was labeled demographic and high school experience and 
consisted of the participants age, their parents’ level of 
education, the number of years they had studied English in 
high school, their high school GPA, the highest level of 
mathematics that they had taken, and the number of years 
that they had studied science in high school. The second 
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grouping included placement test results as well as self-
efficacy ratings of academic ability. The third grouping 
contained students’ self-reported perceptions about 
experiences that occurred during their first session. The 
experiences were whether or not they attended an 
orientation session, the number of credit hours they 
attempted, the number of credit hours that they completed, 
whether or not the student planned to attend classes during 
the day, whether or not the student was in a vocational 
program, the students certainty of their chosen major, 
number of hours spent studying, whether or not the student 
had a prior college degree, and their GPA for the first 
session. The fourth grouping included the number of hours 
that each student worked, the student’s perception about 
the importance of completing college, the number of hours 
the student spent relaxing and the student’s self-reported 
need for academic assistance. 
Of the 202 African American males who began college, 
75 or 36.9% returned for a second session. Variable blocks 
one (factors related to a student’s high school experience 
and demographics) and three (factors related to a student’s 
school experiences during their first session) were 
reported to explain a large and significant proportion of 
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the dependent variable (retention) variance. Several 
individual predictors also proved to be significant 
predictors of retention between session one and two. First, 
being younger proved to be positively linked to retention. 
This finding is not consistent with other studies 
(Pascarella, Smart & Ethington, 1986) which found no 
correlation between age and retention for African American 
students. A second individual predictor, the number of 
enrolled credit hours, proved to be significant. 
Participants who were enrolled full-time were more likely 
to persist into a second term than those students who were 
attending part-time. This finding is well supported in the 
literature and holds up for all students regardless of race 
or ethnicity. 
Schartz and Washington (1999) investigated the 
retention of 213 first year African American females at a 
historically black college. The researchers selected 14 
variables from the literature including high school rank 
and high school grade point average. In addition, students 
completed the Non-Cognitive Questionnaire along with the 
Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire. The Non-
Cognitive Questionnaire yields eight scales and the Student 
Adaptation to College Questionnaire yields four. 
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Persistence from the initial fall session to a second 
session (spring) was the dependent variable. A stepwise 
multiple regression was used to identify predictor 
variables. Two variables were found to predict persistence: 
social adjustment and attachment to the college, with 
social adjustment being the most predictive. 
McDaniel and Graham (2001) studied 1,949 first year 
students at a historically black, open admissions 
university. Each student completed an “Entering Student 
Survey” which consisted of demographic information as well 
as academic information related to their prior high school 
experiences and their initial session at college. 
Persistence was measured one year after enrollment. The 
predictor variables that had the highest correlation 
coefficients with persistence were ACT test scores, ACT 
math sub score, students’ perceptions about the adequacy of 
their prior education, high school grade point average, and 
high school rank. 
The studies reviewed almost unanimously support the 
notion that social integration is the most important factor 
influencing the persistence of both African American males 
and females. Similarly, the studies highlight the 
importance that a strong high school record and full-time 
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study have for the persistence of African American 
students. While useful in formulating possible interview 
questions, the research on the persistence of African 
American students does not directly answer the research 
question posed by the study, further supporting the need to 
complete it. 
Hispanic Student Persistence 
Hernandez and Lopez (2007) have noted that there is 
limited empirical research available on the behavior of 
Hispanic students in higher educational settings. As with 
studies focusing on African American students, the majority 
of the available literature has focused on describing 
characteristics that defined students who persisted in 
college. 
Lester (2004) investigated the college persistence 
decisions of Hispanic students. Participants were 111 
students enrolled in 2-year colleges located in southern 
California. The results indicated that the strongest 
predictor of college persistence was an active 
dispositional style followed by planning and positive 
reinterpretation and growth. College persistence decisions 
were found to be most negatively predicted by the coping 
styles of denial and the use of alcohol and/or drugs. 
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Hurtado, Gener, Ramirez and Mayell (1994) studied 201 
Hispanic students and reported that students who persisted 
until graduation used student services more than those 
students who did not persist. Rendon and Nora (1994) have 
summarized several factors that impact persistence of 
Hispanic students. These factors include financial 
resources, academic integration, commitment to their 
educational goals, poor academic preparation in high 
school, an absence of role models, and a lack of 
preparation in reading, writing and math. Unfortunately, 
the authors do not provide any empirical evidence to 
support their conclusions, and in fact, these conclusions 
could apply to any student regardless of ethnic or racial 
background. 
In an earlier study, Rendon (1983) studied 227 
Hispanic students enrolled in Texas community colleges. 
Rendon found a number of factors that predicted degree 
completion for these students including family 
socioeconomic status, student’s age and gender, student’s 
high school grades, the employment status of the student’s 
father, perceptions of college services, number of other 
Hispanic peers, and perceived encouragement/support from 
faculty and staff. 
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Hernandez (2000) completed a study exploring the 
retention of 10 Hispanic students. The participants ranged 
in age from 21 to 25 years and included five men and five 
women. The analysis and interpretation of the interviews 
generated 11 major themes that students felt impacted their 
retention. The belief in and the realization that they 
possessed the potential to succeed in college was a primary 
reason for persistence expressed by all participants. 
Possessing a positive mental outlook was associated with 
having the desire to succeed. Friends, family, and peers 
all were reported by participants to have had a positive 
impact on their staying in school. All participants 
mentioned the importance of having a positive relationship 
with faculty and staff. Next, although their level of 
involvement varied and the type of organizations they 
choose to interact with were quite diverse, all students 
felt that being involved in their school community was an 
important reason as to why they stayed in school. Not 
surprisingly, financial aid was reported by students to be 
a critical factor for them to stay in school.  
Butner, Carter, and Brown (2004) interviewed 11 
successful Hispanic undergraduate students. The researchers 
identified the importance of a student’s realization that 
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they did possess the potential to succeed and that they 
belonged in college (self-esteem), and that the students 
realized that they were responsible for their success. 
Butner and his associates noted that all of the successful 
students had a strong desire to be a role model for others 
in their family in terms of education and make their 
families proud. 
Zurita (2004) reported on the experiences of 10 
Hispanic undergraduate students at a large Midwestern 
university in an attempt to discover factors that 
differentiated Hispanic students who persisted from those 
who did not. Persistence was defined in this study as 
having graduated from their program of study. Five of the 
students questioned eventually graduated while five did 
not. Participants in the study were recipients of a special 
need-based scholarship program aimed at increasing the 
number of traditionally underrepresented groups at the 
university. Semi-structured interviews focused on five 
areas that the investigator had identified from the 
literature:  differences between student’s home and school 
cultures, financial issues, academic issue, institutional 
issues, and personal issues. The investigator noted that 
both groups of students reported similarities in their 
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perception of their home cultures (working families with 
both parents at home), perceptions of their university 
culture (White), financial issues (none, as these students 
had multiple sources of financial aid, including the 
special scholarship program that was used to identify 
them), parental support (limited), and feelings of being 
academically unprepared to handle college level work. 
Several differences were identified between groups. First, 
students who did not persist reported experiencing academic 
difficulties as all were dismissed from the university due 
to academic reasons. Students who did not persist reported 
a difficult home to school transition largely due to the 
differences in economic standards both at home and at the 
high schools that they had attended. Finally, students who 
did not graduate reported lower goals for their education 
as compared to the students who completed their programs of 
study.  
Pidcock, Fischer, and Munsch (2001) reviewed the 
family, personality, and social risk factors that impacted 
the retention rates of first year Hispanic students. The 
researchers interviewed 34 incoming freshmen students and 
also asked them to complete several research instruments 
focusing on family functioning. The investigators found 
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that Hispanic students enrolled for a second year of 
college at a somewhat lower percentage than non-Hispanic 
white students (67% vs. 79.5%). Hispanic females left 
school at far greater rates (39%) than did their non-
Hispanic white counterparts (9%). This relationship was 
reversed when males were examined. Twelve percent (12%) of 
Hispanic males left school after their first year as 
opposed to 31% of the white counterparts. During follow up 
interviews, the investigators concluded that the Hispanic 
females who did not return for a second year shared 
significant family problems which forced them to stay home 
and assist in the management of their parents’ households 
including the care of younger siblings. 
Summary 
The main research question in this study was: What 
factors differentiate students who persist into their 
second session of study from those who drop out?  This 
chapter presented and reviewed the relevant literature 
related to this topic.  
Although limited in applicability to the population 
and setting that this study investigated, it is important 
to review the general literature that has empirically 
attempted to identify factors that differentiate students 
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who persist from those who do not along with the limited 
number of studies that have investigated this topic within 
for-profit institutions. This review allows the researcher 
to interpret findings from the study in light of the entire 
body of literature that is available on the subject. 
Indeed, several of the themes identified in the limited 
literature that have focused on for-profit institutions can 
be seen in studies which have focused on public and private 
institutions. For example, both groups suggest that prior 
academic preparation, the quality of faculty interactions 
with students, a student’s commitment to completing his or 
her education, and their self-perceived efficacy about 
their academic skills are important factors that can help 
determine persistence regardless of institutional setting.  
 The existing literature and, in particular those 
studies that have focused on for-profit institutions, is 
hampered by methodological weaknesses. First, the majority 
of quantitative studies reviewed either report low 
magnitudes of prediction in their results or do not report 
any estimates of magnitude. Second, most qualitative 
studies reviewed lack a comparison group. Third, many 
studies were limited by small sample sizes. Finally, 
research studies in the area tend to over rely on reporting 
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what participants believed or thought was important for 
their success. These expressions, while valid, might be 
tainted by issues like social desirability and intrusive 
researcher effects.  
These methodological weaknesses and the relative 
dearth of empirical research focusing on retention in the 
for-profit higher education sector underscore the need for 
this study. Chapter 3 describes the method that was used to 
carry out the study. 
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CHAPTER III 
Method 
This chapter begins with the purpose of the study and 
the research question presented in Chapter 1. The research 
design and study participants are discussed next. Sections 
detailing the instruments, procedures and data analysis 
that were utilized follow. The chapter concludes with a 
summary. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to explore what specific 
factors are related to student persistence in for-profit 
colleges and universities. Specifically, this mixed method 
study investigated the factors that differentiated students 
who persisted beyond the first session at a regionally 
accredited for-profit university from those who do not. 
Research Question 
The research question for this study was: What factors 
differentiated for-profit college students who persisted 
into their second session of study from those who dropped 
out?    
Research Design 
This study utilized a mixed methods research design. 
Tashakkori and Creswell (2007, p. 3) “have broadly defined 
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mixed methods as research in which the investigator 
collects and analyzes data, integrates the findings, and 
draws inference using both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches or methods in a single study or a program of 
inquiry.” Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007) define 
mixed methods research as a type of research design where 
the investigator mixes or combines qualitative and 
quantitative techniques, analysis, and concepts into a 
single study or a series of related research 
investigations. A multi-strand, mixed methods design 
(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2006), consisting of three strands 
was conducted. Strands 1 and 2 collected and analyzed 
students’ self-reported data. The third and final strand of 
the study utilized a predominantly qualitative approach, 
with a purposeful sample that emerged from the results of 
the previous strands, and was employed in semi-structured, 
funnel-sequenced interviews. Each strand will be described 
in more detail in separate sections later in this chapter.  
Setting 
 
The population for this study was new undergraduate 
students who enrolled at DeVry University-South Florida 
during 2008. Students did not receive compensation or 
classroom credit for participation. New students at DeVry 
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begin their program of studies at any one of six entry 
points that begin in January and is repeated every 8 weeks. 
All new students were eligible to be included in the study 
sample. 
DeVry University is a for-profit, regionally 
accredited university, with campuses operating across the 
United States and Canada. The institution’s historical 
roots originate in 1931 when Dr. Herman DeVry founded the 
DeForest Training School in Chicago, Illinois, to educate 
students for technical careers in the fields of 
electronics, motion pictures, radio, and later, television. 
As the institution matured and grew, the name was changed 
to DeVry Technical Institute in 1953, and then again in 
1968 when it became the DeVry Institute of Technology. 
Over the years, DeVry has expanded its curricula and 
degree offerings. In 1957, it achieved associate-degree-
granting status in electronic engineering technology and 12 
years later was authorized to grant bachelor's degrees in 
the same discipline as well as computer engineering 
technology. In 1966, DeVry was purchased by the Bell and 
Howell Education Group, and began a significant geographic 
expansion, growing from 2 locations in Illinois to 11 
locations in eight states and in two Canadian provinces. 
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DeVry's curricula expanded further, as additional 
bachelor's degree programs in computer information systems, 
accounting, business administration, and network and 
communications management were introduced. 
Currently, DeVry operates over 100 locations enrolling 
students in both graduate and undergraduate programs. 
Focusing on career-oriented, practitioner-based education 
in three broad areas, DeVry offers programs in Business and 
Management, Engineering and Telecommunications, and Allied 
Health. The university offers Associate, Bachelor’s and 
Master’s level degrees in these areas. The university is 
accredited by the Higher Learning Commission of the North 
Central Association (NCA) and is licensed to operate in 26 
states. In addition to regional accreditation, DeVry’s 
programs are also accredited by discipline specific 
accrediting bodies where appropriate. DeVry can be 
categorized as an urban/suburban commuter/career university 
with less competitive entrance requirements.  
DeVry University is owned by DeVry, Inc., whose stock 
trades on the New York Stock Exchange. DeVry, Inc. is a 
diversified educational services company. In addition to 
DeVry University, DeVry, Inc. owns Becker Professional 
Review, which provides continuing professional education to 
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the accounting and financial services industries, Ross 
University, which awards both doctor of medicine (MD) and 
doctor of veterinary medicine (DVM) degrees, Chamberlain 
College of Nursing, which awards associate and bachelor’s 
degrees in nursing, Carrington College, and DeVry-Brasil. 
Method 
Strand One 
During this strand, self-reported data describing 
students’ pre-enrollment characteristics and feelings about 
attending college were collected and analyzed. The 
following sections describe the participants, variables and 
their measurement, data collection procedures, and the data 
analysis plan that were utilized in this strand. 
Participants. All incoming students entering DeVry 
University-South Florida during 2008 were included in the 
population for Strand One. A total of 445 students were 
identified to have begun their studies during 2008. Table 1 
summarizes key demographic data that characterized the 
student population at DeVry South Florida as of November, 
2007. 
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Table 1 
Demographic Information: DeVry University South Florida 
 
Characteristic     Percentage 
 
 
Racial or Ethnic Origin 
 African descent 32.4 
 
 Asian 1.6 
  
 White or Caucasian 8.5 
 
 Hispanic 51.4 
 
 Other 6.1 
 
Gender 
 
 Males 58.3 
 
 Females 41.7 
 
Age 
 
 18 to 21 26 
 
 22 to 25 17 
 
 25 to 30 38 
 
 30 to 40 13 
 
 40 and over 6 
 
 
Variables and their measurement. Pre-enrollment 
characteristics and variables were measured by the College 
Student Inventory, Form B (CSI-B), which was designed 
specifically for incoming first year students. Developed 
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from the Stratil Counseling Inventory (Stratil, 1984), the 
instrument identifies the specific motivational variables 
that are most closely related to persistence and academic 
success in college (Hogan, 2004). The original version of 
the CSI-B was published in 1984 and subsequently revised in 
1988 and 2000. The variables that were measured during 
Strand One are listed in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Strand One Variables and Their Sources 
 
Variable      Source 
 
 
Gender      University Records 
 
Ethnicity     University Records 
 
Age      University Records 
 
H.S. GPA     CSI-B 
 
H.S. Rank     CSI-B 
 
Hours planning to work   CSI-B 
 
Perceived academic efficacy  CSI-B 
 
Mother’s educational history CSI-B 
 
Father’s educational history CSI-B 
 
Degree aspiration    CSI-B 
 
Timing of application   CSI-B 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued) 
 
Variable      Source 
 
 
Study Habits     CSI-B 
 
Intellectual Interests   CSI-B 
 
Verbal Confidence    CSI-B 
 
Math Confidence    CSI-B 
 
Desire to Finish College  CSI-B 
 
Attitude toward Educators  CSI-B 
  
Family Emotional Support  CSI-B 
 
Sense of Financial Security  CSI-B 
 
Opinion Tolerance    CSI-B 
 
Career Closure    CSI-B 
 
Sociability     CSI-B 
 
Academic Assistance   CSI-B 
 
Personal Counseling   CSI-B 
 
Social Enhancement   CSI-B 
 
Career Counseling    CSI-B 
 
Financial Guidance   CSI-B 
 
Sociability     CSI-B 
 
1st session Student’s GPA  University records 
 
Enrollment status    University records  
first term 
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The CSI Form B (CSI-B) was launched in 2000 and 
developed as a shorter version of the original CSI 
introduced in 1988. Form B contains 100 items as opposed to 
the original CSI (now known as Form A) which has 194 items. 
Form B can be taken as a paper/pencil instrument or can be 
completed directly online by the student. This study 
utilized the computerized version of the test. The 
instrument begins with a short introductory paragraph and 
continues with three sections. The first section asks 
students for his or her name, age, gender, and 
identification code. The second section contains 10 
multiple choice questions that focus on additional 
demographic information, a question about their perceived 
academic efficacy, and a question about the timing of their 
decision to apply for admission. The final section of the 
instrument consists of 90 items that measure a variety of 
attitudes toward college. Students use a 7-point Likert 
scale to answer each question in this section (Stratil, 
2001).  
Student responses to the 100 questions are collapsed 
by the test publisher into 17 different scales which can be 
organized into four domains (Stratil, 2001). The domains 
and scales are summarized in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
CSI Form B Domains and Scales 
 
Domain     Scale 
Academic Motivation   Study Habits 
 
      Intellectual Interests 
 
      Verbal Confidence 
 
      Math Confidence 
 
      Desire to Finish College 
 
      Attitudes towards Educators 
 
General Coping Ability  Family Emotional Support 
 
      Sense of Financial Security 
 
      Opinion Tolerance 
 
      Career Closure 
 
      Sociability 
 
Receptivity to    Academic Assistance 
 
Support Services   Personal Counseling 
 
      Social Enhancement 
 
      Career Counseling 
 
      Financial Guidance 
 
Social Motivation   Sociability 
 
 
The scoring rubric for the CSI-B generates three 
summary reports. The advisor report provides information 
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about the student’s attitudes and motivation in percentile 
ranks. Higher stanine scores imply greater risk. The CSI 
also contains an internal validity measure designed to 
identify respondents who randomly completed the instrument. 
Background information provided by students regarding his 
or her high school academic experience, family background, 
and admission test scores are also included in this report. 
An abridged version of the advisor report is produced for 
the student as well as institutional summary and planning 
report (Stratil, Schreiner, & Noel, 1993). 
A reliability analysis was conducted in 2000 using 
12,590 responses to the items. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
was calculated for each scale (Noel-Levitz, 2002). Separate 
coefficients were calculated for 2-year and 4-year 
colleges. The alpha coefficient for 4-year schools was 
.806, while the coefficient for a 2-year school was .78. 
The combined alpha coefficient was .793. These coefficients 
compare favorably with other respected research instruments 
(Basha & Lunenburg, 2001). For example, the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator (MBTI) has an average alpha coefficient of 
.81 and the California Psychological Inventory (CPI) 
reports an alpha coefficient of .72. 
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Validity was measured by Stratil (1988) using various 
statistical analyses. These analyses showed that the CSI 
scales correlate significantly with their target criterion 
variables. Schreiner (1991) reported a psychometric study 
on the CSI and noted that factor analysis confirmed that 
the inventory items loaded on factors that corresponded to 
their designated scales. In this study, internal 
consistency reliability (as measured by Cronbach’s Alpha) 
was calculated and used as an indicator of data 
reliability. A sample CSI-B is included in Appendix A. 
Data collection procedures. All incoming new students 
were asked to complete the online version of the CSI-B 
during their first week of enrollment. The time that 
students took to complete the inventory ranged from 30 to 
45 minutes. Demographic data available from university 
records and the scaled scores from the CSI-B were collected 
and recorded by the investigator. Each student’s college 
GPA as well as his or her enrollment status for their 
second session of study was also recorded. Data was 
recorded for all students who enrolled during 2008. 
Data analysis. Discriminant analysis was utilized to 
examine the data collected during Strand One. Discriminant 
analysis (DA) is used to determine which continuous 
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variables discriminate between 2 or more groups. 
Specifically, DA analyzes the observed mean differences of 
discriminating variables in an effort to differentiate 
between 2 or more groups (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). If 
the DA identifies variables that differentiate between 
groups, the performance of the resulting discriminant 
function can be tested by classifying new a priori cases or 
records. In this study, DA allowed the researcher to 
determine which combination of pre-entry variables, if any, 
differentiated those students who persisted into a second 
session from those who dropped out.  
The initial DA included all members of the sample. DA 
can tolerate unequal sample sizes. Upon completion of the 
initial analysis, tests of significance (e.g., Wilks’ 
lambda) were conducted. SPSS Graduate Pack 15.0 for Windows 
was the statistical package used for all calculations.  
Strand Two 
Strand Two built upon the results of Strand One and 
collected and analyzed self-reported questionnaires based 
on the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 2006).  
Participants. All new students entering DeVry 
University-South Florida are required to take a common 
course on Critical Thinking. A total of 125 students 
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enrolled in this class during their first session were 
asked to complete the TPB questionnaire. Of that number, 
117 students agreed to participate in the study and 
completed the questionnaire.  
Variables and their measurement. The Theory of Planned 
Behavior states that human action is determined by three 
forces: (a) behavioral beliefs, (b) normative beliefs, and 
(c) control beliefs held by an individual (Azjen, 1991). 
These constructs are latent variables and can only be 
inferred from responses provided by an individual. In 
combination they lead to the formation of intent to perform 
the behavior in question. A 29-item questionnaire was 
designed using the specifications defined by Ajzen (2006) 
and Francis and her associates (Francis et al., 2004) in 
their guides on the development of TPB questionnaires. The 
steps to create the questionnaire were (a) defining the 
population of interest and deciding how to best select a 
representative sample from this population; (b) define the 
behavior of interest in terms of its target, action, 
context and time elements; (c) decide how to best measure 
the behavioral intentions; (d) determine the most 
frequently perceived advantages and disadvantages of 
completing the behavior; (e) determine the most important 
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people or groups who would approve or disapprove of the 
behavior; (f) determine the perceived barriers to 
completing the behavior; (g) determine the perceived 
facilitating factors that could make it easier to adopt the 
behavior in question; and (h) pilot test the questionnaire 
and reword items if needed. The TPB questionnaire that was 
used in the study is included in Appendix B. 
Data collection procedures. Students were asked to 
participate in the study as per the established informed 
consent guidelines at Florida International University and 
DeVry University. Participation in the study was voluntary 
and no incentives or inducements were offered to 
participants. If students agreed to participate, they were 
given a TPB paper and pencil questionnaire described in the 
previous section and asked to complete it. The 
questionnaire took participants an average of between 10 to 
15 minutes to complete. Information about continuation or 
discontinuation of studies in the college was retrieved 
from the university information system by the investigator.  
Data coding and analysis. Completed questionnaires 
were coded and scored. A discriminant analysis was used to 
determine the extent to which the components of the Theory 
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of Planned Behavior can differentiate those who continued 
into a second session of study versus those who did not.  
Strand Three 
The final strand consisted of semi-structured, funnel-
sequenced interviews. Interviews provide the researcher 
with a forum to obtain richer and fuller responses from 
participants (Merriam, 1998). In this study, the interviews 
provided a more in-depth understanding of the findings of 
the other strands. Funnel sequenced interviews begin with 
general questions and keep increasing in specificity until 
the concluding questions are very specific. Two types of 
questions were used during the interview.  Main or general 
questions were utilized to initiate the discussion.  Main 
questions are broad in scope and encourage the participant 
to reflect on their experiences. Probing questions were 
used to clarify or focus the interviewees’ responses to the 
main questions (Merriam, 1998). 
Participants. A purposeful sample aimed at maximizing 
sample variation was utilized in this strand. A sample is 
considered to be purposeful when a researcher deliberately 
identifies and selects individuals who have experience with 
the major topic or experience being studied (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2007). These interviews were conducted with 
82 
the goal of clarifying and amplifying the results from 
Strands 1 and 2. In addition, the interviews were 
structured so that additional factors that might influence 
persistence but were not discovered in Strands 1 and 2 may 
be identified. A group of 24 students who had continued 
into a second session were contacted to participate in the 
interviews and 8 agreed to participate. Contact for this 
group of students was either by telephone or e-mail. A 
group of 24 students who had dropped out were contacted to 
participate. Contact with these students proved to be 
problematic. Telephone numbers and e-mail addresses were 
retrieved from school records but most of these were either 
incomplete or incorrect. An additional attempt to contact 
these students was made by sending them a letter via the 
postal system. Three students who had dropped out responded 
to the outreach efforts and agreed to participate but did 
not show up for their scheduled interview. Follow-up 
contact (via telephone, e-mail and postal mail) was 
attempted with these individuals, but all efforts to re-
schedule the interview were unsuccessful. 
Variables and their measurement. The data generated 
from Strands 1 and 2 were analyzed and an interview guide 
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was developed from this analysis. The interview guide that 
was utilized is included in Appendix C. 
Data collection procedures. Interview sessions were 
digitally recorded and archived according to Florida 
International University’s Regulations for Thesis and 
Dissertation Preparations. A verbatim transcribed summary 
was prepared by the researcher for data analysis. 
Interviews ranged in length from 45 minutes to 1 hour. 
Participants’ confidentiality was maintained throughout the 
process as provided for by the informed consent policies 
and procedures of Florida International University and 
DeVry University. 
Data analysis. The data generated during this phase of 
the study were analyzed by using a process detailed by 
Creswell (2003). First the data were organized and 
transcribed. After this was completed, the data analysis 
began. A preliminary exploratory analysis was completed. 
This step consisted of exploring and reading the data by 
the researcher so that a general feel for the data could be 
developed. A qualitative codebook was developed next. After 
the codebook was developed, the researcher recorded a list 
of statements from the transcripts. The next step in the 
data analysis was to begin the coding process. Each 
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statement was coded and given a corresponding label. Next, 
an inductive process was initiated where the preliminary 
codes was grouped and collapsed into broad themes. These 
broad themes were categorized and, where appropriate, 
layered and interrelated into a smaller set of themes.  
Summary 
This chapter described the method that was used to 
conduct this study. First, the purpose of the study and the 
research questions were presented again to frame the 
subsequent sections. These sections contained descriptions 
of the population, research sample, data collection, data 
analysis, and procedures that were planned. The next 
chapter will present the results of the investigation.
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CHAPTER IV 
Results 
The main research question posed in this study was: 
What factors differentiate students attending a for-profit 
university who persist into their second session of study 
from those who drop out? A multi strand mixed-methods 
research design was utilized. The results of the data from 
each strand are reported in this chapter. First, 
demographic information about the participants is reviewed, 
and then the results from Strands 1,2 and 3 are presented. 
Participant Characteristics 
 All students that were admitted to DeVry University-
South Florida during 2008 were identified for inclusion in 
Strand One. A total of 445 students were identified using 
this guideline. Each new student completed the College 
Student Inventory, Form B (CSI-B). The CSI-B identified 
specific motivational variables that are closely related to 
persistence and academic success in college (Hogan, 2004). 
In addition, the student was asked to respond to a number 
of demographic questions. Of the 100 questions that each 
participant answered for the CSI-B, 9 questions requested 
background information. These questions asked students to 
self-report their (a) age, (b) gender, (c) ethnicity, (d) 
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the highest academic degree that they aspired to, (e) their 
GPA during their senior year of high school, (f) the 
educational backgrounds of their mother and father, (g) the 
amount of time they planned to work during their college 
studies, and (h) when they had begun their college decision 
making process. 
Each student’s responses to the College Student 
Inventory, Form B (CSI-B) were retrieved from their student 
record and downloaded to an Excel spreadsheet. In turn, 
these data were entered into SPSS version 15.0 for 
analysis. No data imputations or transformations were 
needed in this study. The results of the analysis of the 
demographic variables are summarized in the following 
section. 
Age, Gender and Ethnicity 
The mean age of the research sample was 24.5 years 
with a minimum age of 18 and a maximum age of 56. There 
were no significant differences between the average age of 
the students who persisted (24.6) and those students who 
dropped out (24.4). Students of Hispanic background 
accounted for 48% of the participants. These students came 
from Spanish language-speaking countries in the Caribbean, 
Central America, and South America. The next largest group 
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(31%) self-identified themselves as being black and 
comprised students who came from the Caribbean, Africa, and 
the United States. The age, gender and ethnicity 
composition of the sample closely matches the age, gender 
and ethnicity of the DeVry University-South Florida campus. 
The sample is also similar to DeVry students who attend the 
institution across the United States with the exception of 
ethnicity. Hispanics are over-represented and non-Hispanic 
whites under-represented in the research sample. 
Approximately 60% of the 445 participants were male and 40% 
female. Males were just as likely to persist (133) as they 
were to drop out (132). Females on the other hand were much 
more likely to persist (111) as opposed to dropping out 
(69). Similarly, more than double the number of male 
students (133) dropped out when compared to female students 
(69).   
These findings support other studies that have 
reported significantly higher dropout rates for male 
minority students (Hernandez, 2000; Hernandez & Lopez, 
2007; Littleton, 2001; Swail, 2000; Swail et al., 2003); 
however, the findings run counter to the overall gender 
ratios evident in for-profit universities as a whole. Chung 
(2009) has reported that females make up 61% of the 
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students enrolled in for-profit institutions. A possible 
explanation for the difference between the study sample and 
the data reported by Chung (2009) is that the majority of 
for-profit female students enroll in certificate or 
associate degree programs. DeVry University offers only 
three associate degree programs and no undergraduate 
certificate programs. The research sample is over-
represented by students enrolled in bachelor degree 
programs. 
The age, race/ethnicity and gender of the participants 
are summarized in Table 4. 
Table 4 
 
Age, Race/Ethnicity and Gender of Participants 
 
 
 Total  Did not 
 Population Persisted Persist   
 
 
Average Age 24.5 24.6 24.4 
 
Ethnicity 
 
 Asian 12 9 3 
 
 Black 140 80 60 
  
 Hispanic 217 114 103 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 4 (continued) 
 
 
 Total  Did not 
 Population Persisted Persist   
___________________________________________________________ 
 
 White 32 17 15 
 
 Other 44 23 21 
 
Total 445 243 202 
 
Gender 
 
 Male 265 133 132 
 
 Female 180 111 69 
 
Total 445 243 202 
 
  
 
Degree Aspirations and High School GPA 
Participants were asked about their degree aspirations 
and to self-report their high school senior year grade 
point average (GPA). Higher high school grades have been 
identified in the literature as a factor that is a strong 
positive predictor of retention (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, 
Bridge, & Hayek, 2007; Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004; 
Seidman, 2007). More than half the participants reported 
that their ultimate educational goal was to complete a 
master’s degree. This goal might be considered lofty when 
compared to the participants’ self-reported performance 
during their senior year of high school. No significant 
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differences are apparent when comparing those students who 
persisted from those who did not, although the students 
that persisted reported slightly higher interest in 
obtaining either a master’s or doctoral degree. Roughly 
half of the respondents reported that they had been average 
students in high school with either a C or C+ senior year 
GPA. Students who persisted reported better senior year 
GPAs with 55% reporting that they had attained either an A 
or B GPA during their senior year. The data on degree 
aspirations and senior year high school GPA are summarized 
in Table 5. 
Table 5 
Participants’ Degree Aspirations and  
Senior Year High School GPA 
 
 Total  Did not 
 Population Persisted Persist   
 
 
Degree 
Aspirations  
 
 Associate’s 9 5 4 
 
 Bachelor’s 134 69 65 
 
 Master’s 244 133 111 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 5 (continued) 
 
 Total  Did not 
 Population Persisted Persist   
 
 
 Doctorate 58 36 22 
 
Total 445 243 202 
 
Senior Year GPA 
 
 A Average 18 10 8 
 
 B Average 104 53 51 
 
 B+ Average 106 71 35 
 
 C Average 41 19 22 
 
 C+ Average 176 90 86 
 
Total 445 243 202 
 
       
 
 
Parents’ Educational Background 
Participants were asked to report their parent’s 
educational background. Less than 20% of the participants’ 
fathers had attained a bachelor’s degree or higher. Only 
15.7% of participants’ mothers had attained a bachelor’s 
degree or higher. Conversely, 23.2% and 24.3% of the 
participants’ mothers and fathers had not completed high 
school. This data is lower than what has been reported in 
the literature. In an analysis of the National Education 
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Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) and the NELS:88/2000 
Post-secondary Education Transcript Study (PETS:2000), 
Chung (2009) reported that 55% of proprietary students’ 
parents had pursued or completed education beyond high 
school. The responses to these questions are summarized in 
Table 6. 
Table 6 
Parents’ Educational Backgrounds 
 
  
 Total  Did not 
 Population % Persisted % Persist %   
 
 
Father’s Educational Background 
 
 Elementary 8.1 9.1 6.9 
 
 Some HS 16.2 13.6 19.3 
 
 HS Diploma 32.6 36.6 36.1 
 
 Some College 19.6 20.2 18.8 
 
 Bachelor’s 10.6 8.2 13.4 
 
 Master’s 4.3 6.6 1.5 
 
 Doctorate 4.9 5.8 4.0 
 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 
Mother’s Educational Background 
 
 Elementary 7.9 8.6 6.9 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 6 (continued) 
 
  
 Total  Did not 
 Population % Persisted % Persist %   
 
 
 Some HS 15.3 11.9 19.3 
 
 HS Diploma 30.8 32.1 34.2 
 
 Some College 28.1 29.6 26.2 
 
 Bachelor’s 8.8 8.6 8.9 
 
 Master’s 4.9 6.2 3.5 
 
 Doctorate 2.0 2.9 1.0 
 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 
 
Expected Work Hours and Decision to Apply 
Finally, participants responded to two questions that 
asked them how many hours they planned to work while 
enrolled in school and about the timing of their decision 
to apply for admission to DeVry. Prior research studies 
have reported that students who work more than 15 hours per 
week while enrolled in college were at risk of not 
completing their studies (King, 2002; Torres, Gross, & 
Dadashova, 2010). Over 70% of the respondents reported that 
they planned to work at least 20 hours per week while 
enrolled in college with over 50% reporting that they 
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planned to work more than 30 hours per week. Only 7% 
reported that they did not plan to work while in school. 
While there were no major differences with respect to how 
many hours each group planned to work (70% of those 
students who persisted reported that they planned to work 
at least 20 hours per week as opposed to 76.7% of those 
students who did not persist). Only 15.6% of the students 
who persisted reported that they planned to work an 
equivalent of a full-time work schedule, whereas 26.2% of 
students who did not persist reported that they planned on 
working full-time. 
With respect to when they had decided to attend 
college and, specifically DeVry University, 45.6% of the 
participants reported that they had decided to attend DeVry 
either a few days before enrolling or a few weeks before. 
No major differences between those students who persisted 
versus those who dropped out were evident. The data for 
both of these questions are summarized in Table 7. 
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Table 7 
Participants’ Planned Employment 
 
  
 Total  Did not 
 Population % Persisted % Persist %   
 
 
Planned Hours of Outside Employment (per week) 
 
 0 hours 7.0 7.4 6.4 
 
 1-10 hours 7.2 9.5 4.5 
 
 11-20 hours 12.6 12.8 12.4 
 
 21-30 hours 16.6 21.4 10.9 
 
 31-40 hours 36.2 33.3 39.6 
 
 40+ hours 20.4 15.6 26.2 
 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 
Decision to Enroll 
  
 Days before 9.4 8.6 10.4 
 
 Weeks before 36.2 36.2 36.1 
 
 Months before 54.4 55.1 53.5 
 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 
 
Summary 
Analysis of the participant characteristic data 
revealed that our research population was older than the 
typical college student with an average age of 24.5. The 
study sample was over represented with students of Hispanic 
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descent (48.8%) and under represented by non-Hispanic white 
students (7.2%) limiting the generalizability of the data. 
The study sample was also over represented by males (60%). 
The students who comprised the research sample reported 
that for the most part (96%), they had received grades of 
B’s and C’s during their senior year of high school. 
Despite this middle of the road academic record, students 
in the research sample strived to achieve multiple degrees 
in college. Almost 68% of the students reported that their 
academic goal was to achieve either a master’s or doctorate 
degree. Less than half (44%) of the students who 
participated in the study had parents who had had some 
experience with college. Students reported that they would 
pursue aggressive work schedules while attempting to begin 
or continue their educations. Finally, students reported 
that they had spent at least some time in deciding about 
pursuing a college education and that enrolling in classes 
could not be considered to be a “last minute” decision. 
 The analysis of the participant characteristics also 
begins to provide an answer to the research question 
guiding this study: What factors differentiate students 
attending a for-profit university who persist into their 
second session of study from those who drop out? It does 
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not appear that a student’s age, degree aspirations or when 
they decide to pursue college enrollment differentiate 
between those students who persist from those who drop out. 
Similarly, the educational background of a student’s 
parents does not appear to differentiate between the two 
groups. 
 However, it appears that gender may be a factor that 
differentiates between students who persist from those that 
drop out. A higher senior year GPA and the amount of hours 
worked while attending college may also differentiate 
between the two groups. The data analysis used in this 
section was descriptive in nature and did not test for any 
relationships. The next section of this chapter describes 
the results of more sophisticated data analysis techniques 
that were utilized to answer the research question for this 
study. 
Strand One Results 
 The remaining 91 questions in the College Student 
Inventory, Form B, asked the participants about a variety 
of attitudes and issues related to college (Noel Levitz RMS 
Coordinator’s Guide, 2004). The answers to these questions 
were utilized to answer the main research question posed in 
this study: What factors differentiate students who persist 
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into their second session of study from those who drop out? 
A number of scales (23) are constructed from the 91 
questions and provide a snapshot of each respondent’s self-
reported academic motivation, general coping ability, and 
receptivity to support services that can be provided by the 
institution. A percentile rank of 50% is considered average 
when compared to the scores of all students who take the 
CSI-B throughout the United States.  
The students who participated in the study indicated 
that were very receptive to institutional support services. 
Students reported that they were more open to academic 
assistance, career planning, financial guidance, social 
enrichment, and institutional assistance that would allow 
them to complete their educational goals than other college 
students who take the CSI-B across the United States. Table 
8 summarizes the participants’ average percentile ranks for 
the scales generated by the CSI-B in two groups. The scales 
where students scored above the national norm are clustered 
in one group while those scores where students scored below 
the national norm are clustered in the second group.  
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Table 8 
Summary of CSI-B Generated Scales 
___________________________________________________________ 
Scale       Avg. Percentile 
___________________________________________________________ 
Above the National Norm 
 
Receptivity to Academic Assistance    64.2 
 
Receptivity to Institutional Help    61.9 
 
Receptivity to Career Planning    60.9 
 
Likely to Transfer       60.3 
 
Tolerant of Other Opinions     57.3 
 
Planned their Career      57.2 
 
Receptivity to Financial Guidance    56.2 
 
Attitude towards Educators     55.5 
 
Desire to Finish College      55.3 
 
Perceived Academic Difficulty in College  55.2 
 
Feel Prepared for College     53.7 
 
Receptivity to Social Enrichment    53.4 
 
Study Habits        52.2 
 
Dropout Proneness       51.8 
 
Sociability        51.7 
 
Verbal Confidence       51.1 
 
Emotional Support from Family     50.4 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 8 (continued) 
___________________________________________________________ 
Scale       Avg. Percentile 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Below the National Norm 
 
Intellectual Interests      49.8 
 
Confidence with Math      49.4 
 
Perceived Educational Stress     48.4 
 
High School Preparation      48.3 
 
Perceived Academic Stress     46.4 
 
Sense of Financial Security     44.4 
 
Parent’s Education       42.3 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
 In an effort to validate that the CSI-B was an 
effective tool for the population being investigated, an 
exploratory factor analysis was performed on the 23 summary 
scales generated by the CSI-B listed in Table 8 using 
principal component analysis with the varimax method of 
orthogonal rotation.  
 Factor analysis is a statistical technique that can be 
used to determine subsets of variables that are independent 
of each other within a larger single set of variables 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Factors are representative of 
underlying processes that generate the correlations amongst 
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the variables being measured. By examining the variables, 
the goals of factor analysis are to summarize the patterns 
of correlations and reduce the data to a few factors that 
can be utilized for further research (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
2007).  
 The factor analysis generated 16 factors from the 
original 23 CSI summary scales. The varimax method of 
orthogonal rotation was utilized to enhance interpretation 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Four factors were identified 
that accounted for 54.5% of the variance after rotation. 
Eigenvalues are equivalent to correlations and eigenvalues 
less than 1 are not as relevant as those with values 
greater than 1 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The eigenvalues 
generated by the analysis were reviewed and any factor with 
a value greater than 1 was included in the solution. The 
Scree plot was also reviewed and examined to confirm the 
number of factors. Factor 1 accounted for 21.8% of the 
variance, Factor 2 accounted for 16.9%, Factor 3 accounted 
for 9.0%, and Factor 4 accounted for 6.7%. Table 9 
summarizes the variance explained by each factor.  
  
102 
Table 9 
Results of Factor Analysis 
___________________________________________________________ 
      Initial Eigenvalues 
 
Component  Total % of Variance  Cumulative% 
___________________________________________________________ 
1   3.494  21.840   21.840 
 
2   2.715  16.967   38.807 
 
3   1.449  9.054   47.861 
 
4   1.078  6.736   54.597 
 
5    .998  6.238   60.835 
 
6    .898  5.615   66.450 
 
7    .818  5.113   71.563 
 
8    .694  4.337   75.900 
 
9    .660  4.124   80.025 
 
10    .602  3.763   83.787 
 
11    .519  3.241   87.029 
 
12    .479  2.993   90.022 
 
13    .454  2.837   92.858 
 
14    .439  2.743   95.602 
 
15    .372  2.322   97.924 
 
16    .332  2.076   100.00  
___________________________________________________________ 
An analysis of the findings reveals that data 
singularity is not an issue. Similarly, multicollinearity 
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is not a problem as the determinant value = .018 which is 
greater than the required minimum value of .00001 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure 
of Sampling Adequacy is .779 suggesting that the factor 
analysis yielded distinct and reliable factors. Bartlett’s 
Test of Sphericity is significant (χ2 = 1751.9, p < 0.001) 
which also supports that factor analysis is an appropriate 
analysis for this data (Field, 2008). Table 10 summarizes 
the CSI-B sub-scales that comprise each of the four factors 
identified by the factor analysis. 
Table 10 
CSI-B Scales Included in Factors 
___________________________________________________________ 
CSI-B Su Scale      Factor   
___________________________________________________________ 
Receptivity to Academic Assistance   One 
 
Receptivity to Personal Counseling   One 
 
Receptivity to Social Enrichment   One 
 
Receptivity to Financial Guidance   One 
 
Receptivity to Career Planning   One 
 
Desire to finish      Two 
 
Attitude towards Educators    Two 
 
Family emotional support     Two 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 10 (continued) 
___________________________________________________________ 
CSI-B Sub Scale      Factor   
___________________________________________________________ 
Sense of financial security    Two 
 
Opinion Tolerance      Two 
 
Career Closure       Two 
 
Study Habits       Three 
 
Intellectual Interests     Three 
 
Verbal Confidence      Three 
 
Sociability       Four 
 
Math / Science Confidence    Four 
___________________________________________________________ 
The next step in the analysis of Strand One data was 
the completion of a discriminant analysis. The goal of 
discriminant analysis is to predict group membership from 
single or multiple variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) 
Two discriminant analyses were completed. The first focused 
on the CSI-B composite scales generated by the instrument. 
The second DA focused on the individual scales included in 
the four factors that were identified by the previously 
discussed factor analysis and summarized in Table 10. 
 The CSI-B generates four composite scales: (a) Dropout 
proneness, (b) Predicted academic difficulty, (c) 
Educational Stress, and (d) Receptivity to Institutional 
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help. The dropout proneness scale measures the student’s 
overall inclination to drop out of college before finishing 
their program of study. The scale was developed empirically 
by comparing students who dropped out from school after 
their first term with those that continued their studies. 
The predicted academic difficulty scale was developed by 
correlating CSI questions with first term college grade 
point average. Predictors of academic difficulty included 
in the scale are student’s study habits, academic 
confidence, desire to finish college, attitude toward 
educators, openness, and high school grade point average. 
The educational stress scale indicates the student’s 
susceptibility to anxiety, discouragement, and feelings of 
inadequacy regarding their school experience. Questions on 
student’s academic confidence, attitude toward educators, 
self-reliance, sociability, leadership, ease of transition, 
family emotional support, and sense of financial security 
are combined to estimate the student’s level of stress. 
Finally, the receptivity to institutional help scale 
estimates how responsive the student is likely to be to 
institutional intervention. The higher the score, the more 
receptive the student is to assistance. The scale is based 
on questions where the student indicates how strongly the 
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student desires assistance in a variety of areas including 
career counseling, personal counseling, social enrichment, 
and academic assistance. These composite scales are 
constructed from the 91 non-demographic questions included 
in the CSI-B. 
The grouping variable used in the discriminant 
analysis was whether or not the student persisted into a 
second successive course session. The independent variables 
(the composite scales) were entered into the analysis 
together and descriptive statistics generated. Box’s Test 
of Equality of covariance was calculated to test whether or 
not the data differed significantly from the multivariate 
normal distribution. The results (F(1,575413) = .254, p = 
.614) indicates that the distribution did not significantly 
differ from normal and that equal variances can be assumed. 
Finally, because Box’s Test revealed that equal variances 
could be assumed, Wilks’ Lambda was calculated. Wilks’ 
Lambda measures the proportion of total variance in the 
discriminant scores not explained by differences among 
groups. Wilks’ Lambda for the dropout proneness composite 
scale was calculated at (F(1,443) = 20.3, p = .000). The 
Wilks’s Lambda criteria indicate that the dropout proneness 
composite scale significantly differentiated students who 
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persisted from those that dropped out. Students were more 
likely to drop out when their dropout proneness composite 
score was high. Similarly, Wilks’ Lambda for the academic 
difficulty composite score (F(1,443) = 5.34, p = .021) also 
indicated that this composite scale effectively 
discriminated between students who persisted from those who 
dropped out. The higher the expected academic difficulty, 
the more likely it was that a student was going to drop 
out. Wilks’ Lambda criteria for all four composite scales 
are summarized in Table 11. 
Table 11 
Tests of Equality of Group Means 
 
 
Composite Wilks’ 
Scale Lambda F df1 df2 p 
 
 
Dropout 
Proneness .956 20.3 1 443 .000 
 
Educational 
Stress .994 2.63 1 443 .106 
 
Academic 
Difficulty .988 5.34 1 443 .021 
 
Receptivity 
to help 1.00 .127 1 443 .722 
 
  
The next step in the analysis was to complete a 
discriminant analysis on the subscales generated by the 
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CSI-B. The subscales that were included were only those 
that comprised the four factors that were identified in the 
Factor Analysis (see Table 9). Other subscales of the CSI-B 
were not included in the discriminant analysis.  
The grouping variable was whether or not the student 
persisted into a second successive course session. The 
independent variables (the sub-scales) were entered in the 
analysis together, and descriptive statistics generated. 
Three of the sub-scales, (1) attitude towards educators 
(F(1,443) =  4.951, p = .027); (2) sense of financial 
security (F(1,443) =  8.493, p = .004); and (7) verbal 
confidence (F(1,443) = 4.734, p = .030) indicated 
significant group differences between students who 
persisted from those who dropped out. Students who had more 
positive feelings towards their teachers and institutional 
staff were more likely to persist into a second session 
than were those who have more negative feelings. Similarly, 
students who reported a stronger sense of financial 
security surrounding how they were going to pay or finance 
their education were more likely to persist than those 
students who felt less secure about their financial 
situation. Finally, students who reported a stronger sense 
of confidence in their verbal skills were also more likely 
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to persist into a second session of classes. None of the 
other sub-scales effectively discriminated between students 
who persisted from those who dropped out. The results of 
the analysis are summarized in Table 12. 
Table 12 
Tests of Equality of Group Means 
 
 
 Wilks’ 
Subscale Lambda F df1 df2 p 
 
 
Financial 
Security .981 8.493 1 443 .004 
 
Educator .989 4.951 1 443 .027 
 
Verbal Conf .989 4.734 1 443 .030 
 
Career .995 2.126 1 443 .146 
 
Sociability .996 1.805 1 443 .180 
 
Vocational .996 1.556 1 443 .213 
 
Opinion Tolerance .998 1.109 1 443 .293 
 
Finish .998 1.049 1 443 .306 
 
Intellectual .998 .980 1 443 .323 
 
Study Habit .998 .843 1 443 .359 
 
Family Support .999 .582 1 443 .446 
 
Personal .999 .523 1 443 .470 
 
Financial .999 .403 1 443 .526 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 12 (continued) 
 
 
 Wilks’ 
Subscale Lambda F df1 df2 p 
 
 
Math/Science .999 .344 1 443 .558 
 
Academic Skill .999 .229 1 443 .632 
 
Social Enrichment 1.000 .034 1 443 .854 
 
 
 
Box’s Test of Equality of Covariance was calculated to 
test whether or not the data did not differ significantly 
from the multivariate normal distribution. The results 
(F(136, 566473) = 1.09, p = .223) indicate that the data 
was not significantly different. An eigenvalue of .61 was 
calculated with a canonical correlation of .239. This 
suggests that the function is not a strong discriminator. 
Finally, Wilks’ Lambda was calculated at .943 with p = .05 
suggesting that group means differed. 
 A second run of this analysis was completed. In 
addition to the CSI-B subscales that were included in the 
first run, the nine demographic variables previously 
discussed were introduced to the DA. Two of these variables 
proved to be significant, (a) the participant’s gender 
(F(1,443) = 6.134, p = .014)  and (b) the number of hours a 
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student planned to work while enrolled in school (F(1,443) 
= 8.725, p = .003). Males were found to have a higher 
propensity to drop out when compared to females. When the 
student planned to work more hours while they were in 
school also proved to be a significant predictor that a 
student might drop out of school. The results of the 
discriminant analysis are summarized in Table 13. 
Table 13 
Tests of Equality of Group Means 
 
 
Composite Wilks’ 
Scale Lambda F df1 df2 p 
 
 
Financial 
Security .981 8.493 1 443 .004 
 
Educator .989 4.951 1 443 .027 
 
Verbal Conf .989 4.734 1 443 .030 
 
Career .995 2.126 1 443 .146 
 
Sociability .996 1.805 1 443 .180 
 
Vocational .996 1.556 1 443 .213 
 
Opinion Tolerance .998 1.109 1 443 .293 
 
Finish .998 1.049 1 443 .306 
 
Intellectual .998 .980 1 443 .323 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 13 (continued) 
 
 
Composite Wilks’ 
Scale Lambda F df1 df2 p 
 
 
Study Habit .998 .843 1 443 .359 
 
Family Support .999 .582 1 443 .446 
 
Personal .999 .523 1 443 .470 
 
Financial .999 .403 1 443 .526 
 
Math/Science .999 .344 1 443 .558 
 
Academic Skill .999 .229 1 443 .632 
 
Social Enrichment 1.000 .034 1 443 .854 
 
Workload .981 8.725 1 443 .003 
 
Gender .986 6.134 1 443 .014 
 
Mother’s Education .997 1.168 1 443 .280 
 
Racial Origin .998 .961 1 443 .328 
 
Senior GPA .998 .856 1 443 .355 
 
Decision to Apply .999 .297 1 443 .586 
 
Degree Sought 1.000 .144 1 443 .705 
 
Father’s Education 1.000 .095 1 443 .758 
 
Age 1.000 .069 1 443 .794 
 
 
 
Box’s Test of Equality of Covariance was calculated to 
test whether or not the data differed significantly from 
the multivariate normal distribution. The results (F(10, 
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869900) = .223, p = .994) indicate that the data were not 
significantly different. An eigenvalue of .84 was 
calculated with a canonical correlation of .279. This 
suggests that the function is not a strong discriminator. 
Finally, Wilks’ Lambda was calculated. Wilks’ Lambda was 
calculated at .922 with p = .000 suggesting that group 
means differed. 
Summary of Strand One Data Analysis 
The data collected with the CSI-B were analyzed  to 
answer the research question driving this study. Seven 
predictors were found to significantly differentiate 
between those students who persisted into a second session 
of classes from those who dropped out. First, students who 
possessed positive feelings and attitudes toward their 
faculty and institutional staff with whom they  engaged 
were more likely to persist than those who held less 
positive or negative attitudes. Second, the stronger a 
student felt about his or her financial security, the more 
likely that the student would persist. Third, students with 
a stronger sense of verbal confidence were more likely to 
persist than those students who did not feel as confident 
about their verbal communication skills. Fourth, if 
students entered college feeling that they were likely to 
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drop out at some point, this often became a self-fulfilling 
prophecy as they were more likely to drop out after their 
first session. Fifth, students who predicted that they 
would have academic difficulty during their college tenure 
were more likely to not persist. Sixth, the more hours a 
student planned to work while they were attending school, 
the more likely they were to drop out from classes. 
Finally, males were more likely to drop out after one 
session as were those students who reported that they would 
be working while attending college. 
Strand Two 
 In an effort to provide additional insight into what 
factors might differentiate students who persist from those 
who drop out, 113 of the 445 participants were given an 
additional questionnaire that asked them about their 
feelings, beliefs, and intentions towards college. The 
questionnaire was based on the Theory of Planned Behavior 
(TPB) and was developed using the guidelines published by 
Azjen (2006). TPB states that behavioral intentions are the 
main drivers of behavior and has been a useful tool for 
predicting a wide range of behaviors (Ajzen, 1991). A copy 
of the questionnaire is attached in Appendix B. 
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 An exploratory factor analysis was performed using 
principal component analysis with varimax rotation  to 
validate that the questionnaire was an effective tool for 
this population. The results of the factor analysis did not 
support using the constructs that have been identified 
previously in the literature (Azjen, 2006). Using the 
principal component analysis extraction method with varimax 
rotations, six factors with eigenvalues greater than 2 were 
generated and these factors accounted for 55.8% of the 
variance after rotation. These factors are summarized in 
Table 14.  
Table 14 
Results of Factor Analysis 
 
 
Initial Eigenvalues 
 
Component  Total % of Variance  Cumulative% 
 
1 8.290 20.726 20.726 
 
2 3.570 8.924 29.650 
 
3 3.117 7.791 37.441 
 
4 2.927 7.316 44.758 
 
5 2.378  5.944 50.702 
 
6 2.045 5.112 55.814 
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The design of the questionnaire allows the researcher 
to compute three composite scales from the survey 
questions. These composite scales measure the respondent’s 
attitude about the behavior being investigated, the 
subjective norms surrounding the behavior, and the 
perceived control that the respondent feels that they have 
over the behavior. 
 A discriminant analysis was completed for the scales 
suggested by the factor analysis. Although the FA did not 
provide support for using the three composite scores 
suggested by the TPB literature, the researcher completed a 
discriminant analysis using the three composite scores with 
persistence into a second session serving as the grouping 
variable. Neither the scales based on the FA nor the 
composite scores suggested by the literature were found to 
be significant discriminators between groups. Thus, at 
least for this research sample, the Theory of Planned 
Behavior scale scores did not prove to be an effective 
discriminator between students who persisted into a second 
session of study from those who dropped out. The results of 
the discriminant analysis are summarized in Table 15. 
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Table 15 
Theory of Planned Behavior Questionnaire 
 
 
 Wilks’ 
Scale Lambda F df1 df2 p 
 
 
Factor Scales 
 
Scale one .994 .615 1 111 .435 
 
Scale two .998 .243 1 111 .623 
 
Scale three .997 .288 1 111 .592 
 
Scale four .993 .792 1 11 .375 
 
Scale five .990 1.115 1 111 .293 
 
Scale six 1.00 .037 1 111 .848 
 
Literature Scales 
 
Attitude .992 .908 1 111 .343 
 
Subjective Norm .997 .321 1 111 .572 
 
Perceived Control .999 .101 1 443 .751 
 
 
Strand Three 
Finally, a semi-structured interview guide was 
developed to provide additional insights and evidence that 
would help answer the research question posed in this 
study:  What factors differentiate students who persist 
into their second session of study from those who drop out? 
During the interviews, participants’ experiences during 
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their first session of school were explored. Interviews 
were recorded and transcribed. An open coding thematic 
analysis method was used to analyze the interviews 
(Creswell, 2003) with the resulting codes grouped into 
major themes. 
Eight students who had continued into a second session 
of study participated in the interviews. Although 
approached several times, no students who had dropped out 
or elected not to continue into a second session 
volunteered to participate in the interviews. A number of 
outreach methods were utilized in this effort including 
letters, e-mails, and phone calls. None proved successful. 
Demographic data of the interview participants is 
summarized in Table 16. 
Table 16 
Summary of Participant Profiles 
 
 
Pseudonym    Age  Ethnicity 
 
 
Will     36  African American 
 
Maria    23  Hispanic (Colombia) 
 
Arthur    22  Hispanic (Cuba) 
 
Juan Carlos   22  Hispanic (Puerto Rico) 
 
Martha    18  Hispanic (Dom Republic) 
 
(table continues) 
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Table 16 (continued) 
Summary of Participant Profiles 
 
 
Pseudonym    Age  Ethnicity 
 
 
Julio    20  Hispanic (Cuba) 
 
Maritza    21  Hispanic (Honduras) 
 
Carmen    20  Hispanic (Nicaragua) 
 
 
 
Participant Profiles 
 Will. Will, a 36-year-old African American male is a 
bachelor’s degree student majoring in computer information 
systems. Will had previously attended college when he was 
younger but had to stop because of family difficulties. 
Will is the youngest sibling in a family of three. None of 
his siblings or parents had attended college. His parents 
had worked in the retail and transportation industries and 
were deceased. 
 Maria. A 23-year-old female, Maria is a bachelor’s 
degree student majoring in business administration. Maria’s 
parents emigrated from Colombia, but she was born in the 
United States. Maria has a younger sister who is a 
sophomore in high school. Maria’s mother had taken some 
courses at Miami Dade College. Both parents had completed 
their high school education in Colombia. Maria had not 
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attended college before beginning her studies at DeVry. 
Maria’s parents owned and operated a restaurant in Miami. 
 Arthur. A native Floridian whose grandparents and 
father were from Cuba, Arthur, 22, is a first time 
associate’s degree student majoring in Network Systems 
Administration. Arthur’s father was born in Cuba but 
immigrated to the United States when he was 6 and was 
raised in Massachusetts. His mother is not of Hispanic 
descent and was born and raised in Georgia. Arthur’s father 
attended but did not graduate from college while his mother 
graduated with a bachelor’s degree. Arthur’s parents 
operated the family’s retail business. 
 Juan Carlos. Born in Puerto Rico, 22-year-old Juan 
Carlos was attending college for the first time and was 
enrolled in the bachelor’s degree program in Computer 
Information Systems. His parents divorced when he was 10, 
and Juan Carlos lives with his mother and aunt in Miami. 
His father lives in Puerto Rico. Juan Carlos is the first 
individual from his family to attend college. 
 Martha. Martha, 18 years old, was born in New Jersey. 
Her parents are from the Dominican Republic and have lived 
in the United States for over 20 years. Martha is also of 
African descent. A first time college student, Martha is a 
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bachelor’s degree student majoring in Business 
Administration. She has a younger sister and is the first 
in her family to attend college. 
 Julio. A business administration major, 20-year-old 
Julio was born in the United States. Julio’s family was 
from Cuba, and he lived with his mother, an older sister 
and his grandparents. His father had passed away while he 
was a junior in high school. His mother was a medical 
office assistant but had not attended college. Julio was 
attending college for the first time. 
 Maritza. The oldest of six children who were born in 
Guatemala but raised in the United States, Maritza had just 
turned 21 when she participated in the interview. Maritza 
was attending college for the first time and was majoring 
in business administration. Maritza’s parents both worked 
in the retail industry and had not attended college. 
 Carmen. Born in Nicaragua, Carmen is the youngest of 
three siblings, both of whom had previously dropped out of 
college. She is majoring in Business Administration and is 
20 years old. This is her first attempt at college. Her 
parents never attended college and both work in the banking 
field in clerical support jobs. 
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Analysis of Themes 
The data generated during this phase of the study were 
analyzed by using a process detailed by Creswell (2003). 
First the data were organized and transcribed. After this 
was completed, the data analysis began. A preliminary 
exploratory analysis was completed. This step consisted of 
exploring and reading the data by the researcher so that a 
general feel for the data could be developed. A qualitative 
codebook was developed next. After the codebook was 
developed, the researcher recorded a list of statements 
from the transcripts. The next step in the data analysis 
was to begin the coding process. Each statement was coded 
and given a corresponding label. Next, an inductive process 
was initiated where the preliminary codes was grouped and 
collapsed into sub-themes. These sub-themes were 
categorized and, where appropriate, layered and 
interrelated into a smaller set of broader themes. 
Two broad themes, positive supports that participants 
felt helped them stay in school and concerns that 
participants felt could threaten their persistence, emerged 
from an analysis of the interviews. First, college 
represented a new and different educational experience for 
all participants. Charlie (an alias), a first time in 
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college Hispanic male, stated that his first session was 
“very hectic and full of new experiences for him.” Charlie 
“knew that college would be hard from the get go” and that 
“he would need a lot of perseverance.” These feelings were 
echoed by all of the interviewees. 
All of the participants reported that they had  felt 
positive about their first session in college. A number 
reported feeling a sense of accomplishment and pride in 
completing their first college classes. Will, an African 
American male who had dropped out from a community college 
in his previous attempt to attend college, noted that he 
felt “good about himself and that his father would be proud 
of me.”  
When asked about the process that had led them to 
decide to attend college all interviewees responded that 
they had always wanted to attend college but felt that they 
might not be able to because of family issues. All 
participants reported that their prior educational 
experiences had not inspired them to succeed academically. 
DeVry’s active learning philosophy resonated with the 
participants as all mentioned that the ability to apply the 
theories they were learning kept them engaged and 
motivated.  
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By far the largest concerns that the participants had 
was how they were going to pay for school and how they 
would balance school with work and family. All interviewees 
noted that even after their first session they were still 
learning how to balance the demands of school and life. All 
reported that they felt comfortable with their ability to 
handle the academic demands that they faced. 
Participants were asked about supports that they had 
utilized during their stay in college. They reported that 
they relied on faculty and university staff to help them 
navigate the challenges they faced. In particular, the 
important role of the faculty was underscored by all of the 
participants. Will stated that the “faculty were most 
helpful and were always willing to listen.” A high level of 
expertise and credibility was ascribed to faculty. Will 
noted that “I listen to them because they have accomplished 
things in their lives—they have done what I want to do, so 
I seek them out and listen to them.”  
Finally, six of the eight interview participants noted 
that their lack of knowledge about college was the major 
barrier that they had encountered during their first 
session. Several noted that they did not know many people 
at the beginning and that “they were pretty much on their 
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own.” All participants noted that while they all had the 
support of their families, few members of their family had 
experience with college. When asked what they would 
recommend that a student do that would help them stay in 
school, four out of the six answered with an answer that 
focused on asking questions or seeking out information. 
Summary 
This study examined factors that differentiated for-
profit college students who persisted into a second session 
of study from those who dropped out. Three strands of data 
were collected during the study. Discriminant function 
analysis was used as the method to identify differentiating 
variables in the quantitative strands and thematic analysis 
was used to analyze the interview data collected in the 
quantitative strand. 
Seven significant findings were generated by the 
analysis of the data collected in Strand One. Two composite 
scores, dropout proneness, and predicted academic 
difficulty generated by the College Student Inventory-Form 
B proved to be significant. In addition, several of the 
scales generated by the CSI-B proved to be significant. 
Attitudes toward educators, sense of financial security, 
and verbal confidence differentiated those who persisted in 
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their studies from those who dropped out. Finally, two 
demographic variables, gender and employment workload, also 
proved to differentiate between those students who 
persisted from those who did not.  
 Analysis of the data collected during Strand Two did 
not yield any significant findings.  Finally, two broad 
themes, positive supports that participants felt helped 
them stay in school and concerns that participants felt 
could threaten their persistence emerged from the interview 
data collected during Strand Three. First all of the 
interviewees noted that college was a new and different 
experience and could present a challenge to some. A second 
concern that participants identified was that financial 
challenges were the most likely issue that they felt would 
impede their success in college. Related to this concern 
was the feeling that balancing the demands of college with 
the demands of their lives (e.g., work and family)was 
challenging. A lack of knowledge about how colleges operate 
was concern that was identified and cited as being the most 
significant barrier faced by students. Finally, 
participants identified that college staff and faculty 
support were the most significant supports that helped them 
succeed during their first session in college. 
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The findings from Strand Three support two of the 
findings of Strand One. First, the financial concerns 
identified in the interviews support the findings from 
strand one where students with a low sense of financial 
security were more likely to drop out when compared to 
students who possessed a higher sense of financial 
security. These findings echo previous studies reported in 
the literature that have found financial issues and 
concerns to be a significant factor influencing student 
persistence. It can also be argued that the strong feelings 
of receptivity to academic assistance, institutional help, 
and career planning impacted the positive feelings that 
students had for faculty as sources of information. Faculty 
were able to tap into this “hunger” for assistance and 
provide information and guidance to students that likely 
positively influenced their decision to persist with their 
studies. Implications for additional research and practice 
for these areas will be further discussed in the next 
chapter.   
Chapter 5 summarizes the study and discusses the 
findings. In addition, conclusions based on the results, 
limitations of the study, and recommendations for further 
research and practice are presented and discussed. 
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CHAPTER V 
Discussion 
This chapter begins with a brief summary of the study 
followed by a discussion of the findings. Suggestions for 
future research and recommendations for practice are 
presented. Limitations of the study that impact the 
application of these recommendations are also reviewed and 
discussed. 
Summary of the Study 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to identify those 
factors that differentiated for-profit college students who 
persisted into a second session of study from those who 
dropped out. 
Rationale for the Study 
Persistence continues to be a significant issue for 
all colleges and universities. Despite decades of focus, 
persistence rates have remained stagnant. Growing numbers 
of students are selecting for-profit institutions to pursue 
their higher education goals. Although college student 
persistence has been studied empirically for years, few 
studies have examined persistence among students who attend 
for-profit colleges and universities. The studies that have 
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focused on for-profit institutions seem to suggest that 
prior academic preparation, the quality of faculty 
interactions with students, students commitment to 
completing their education, and their self-perceived 
efficacy about their academic skills are important factors 
that can help determine persistence. However, most of these 
studies have been marked by methodological weaknesses 
limiting their utility. 
A need exists for research that focuses on the 
persistence of students who enroll in for-profit colleges 
and universities and the variables that distinguish between 
students who persist from those who drop. Identifying those 
differentiating variables and factors can allow the 
institution to develop intervention strategies and programs 
aimed at enhancing student persistence.  
Research Question 
The main research question posed in this study was: 
What factors differentiate students who persist into their 
second session of study from those who drop out? 
Methods 
A mixed methods research design consisting of three 
strands was utilized. Undergraduate students at DeVry 
University-South Florida comprised the population that was 
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examined. Their self-reported perceptions of what their 
college experience would be like, as well as demographic 
information were collected during Strands 1 and 2. The 
third strand utilized a predominantly qualitative approach 
with a purposeful sample for maximal variation emerging 
from the results of the earlier strands. Semi-structured, 
funnel-sequenced interviews were utilized during this 
strand.  
Results 
Seven significant findings were generated by the 
analysis of the data collected in Strand One. Two composite 
scores, dropout proneness and predicted academic difficulty 
generated by the College Student Inventory-Form B, proved 
to be significant. In addition, several of the scales 
generated by the CSI-B proved to be significant. Attitudes 
toward educators, sense of financial security, and verbal 
confidence differentiated those who persisted in their 
studies from those who dropped out. Finally, two 
demographic variables, gender and employment workload, also 
proved to differentiate between those students who 
persisted from those who did not.  
 Analysis of the data collected during Strand Two did 
not yield any significant findings. Finally, several themes 
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emerged from the interview data collected during Strand 
Three. Participants noted that financial concerns were 
issues that they felt would impede their success in 
college. A second concern was how they would balance the 
demands of college with the demands of their lives. A lack 
of knowledge about how colleges operate was cited as 
another barrier faced by students. College staff and 
faculty support were reported to be the most significant 
supports reported by those interviewed. 
 The data generated by this study support and augment 
existing literature. First, while considerably more at risk 
than traditional students, it can be argued that students 
who attend for-profit institutions react to the challenges 
of college in much the same way as students who attend 
private, not for-profit, or state funded institutions. 
Ethnic minority males in the research sample were more 
likely to drop out than ethnic minority females, mirroring 
findings of studies that focused on non-profit 
institutions. Students who work more than 20 hours a week 
are more likely to drop out than students who work fewer 
hours. This finding supports findings in the non-profit 
literature. Students in the research sample were concerned 
with the financial aspects of their education. Numerous 
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studies have found that this is the case across all types 
of universities and colleges. Students are concerned about 
their academic preparation and how difficult they believe 
college will be for them. Finally, despite their perceived 
and real challenges, students attending for-profit 
institutions look to the faculty, staff, and the 
institution for assistance and guidance. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
As for-profit institutions continue to attract 
students and evolve, additional research studies focusing 
on both the behaviors exhibited by students who attend 
these institutions as well as the overall student 
experience they encounter are needed. Most of the limited 
literature that exists to date focuses on a single location 
or single institution. As a significant number of students 
who attend for-profit institutions attend multi-campus 
systems, additional studies examining the student 
experience at different locations within these large 
systems is warranted. In addition, there are many types of 
for-profit institutions. Research studies that focus on 
different types of institutions and on comparing student 
behavior across institutional types and degree programs are 
also needed.  
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The vast majority of research attention on persistence 
has focused on student characteristics that influence 
whether a student achieves the ultimate goal of graduation. 
Little attention has been paid to the institutional factors 
and practices that contribute to success in student 
persistence (Braxton, 2009). Continued weak retention and 
graduation rates have prompted many to realize that 
existing institutional activities and practices designed to 
mitigate student drop-out rates are ineffective and in need 
of enhancement and improvement (Braxton, 2009). 
Recently, that focus has begun to change and leading 
researchers in the field have called for greater attention 
to institutional practice. Vincent Tinto (2006-2007), the 
pre-eminent persistence scholar during the past 25 years, 
has noted that colleges and universities have failed to 
transfer their knowledge and understanding of persistence 
in higher education into institutional programs and 
practices that have resulted in positive gains in 
persistence and graduation rates. Braxton and Hirschy 
(2005) have argued that colleges and universities need to 
establish a scholarship of practice to improve 
institutional practices aimed at increasing student 
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persistence and to develop a knowledge repository 
supporting these effective institutional practices.   
Finally, this study suggests that for students who 
attend for-profit institutions, faculty members may play an 
influential and potentially critical role in enhancing 
persistence. Further research investigating this 
relationship and what training and support for faculty are 
needed is warranted. As seen in the research sample, for-
profit students fit the description of non-traditional 
students identified in the literature. Non-traditional 
students attend many institutions, and research into the 
faculty/student relationship with respect to student 
persistence has applicability throughout higher education. 
Implications for Practice 
Researchers have noted that the initial classroom 
experiences that students receive have a strong influence 
on whether they remain or depart their college or 
university (Erikson, Peters, & Strommer, 2006; Giaquinto, 
2009). The students in this research sample indicated that 
they were very receptive to assistance and guidance about a 
number of factors related to the college experience. 
Students also suggested that they valued and respected 
faculty. 
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This study suggests that for many students, faculty 
members can serve as a key source of information and 
influence that can enhance the likelihood that the student 
will persist. Programs aimed at developing or enhancing 
faculty skills that could be used to help first year 
students is an area that needs further study, development 
and implementation. For example, Giaquinto (2009) notes 
that first year students need assistance with the 
transition from high school to college; overcoming the 
challenges of college work; and they lack the familiarity 
with the resources on campus in addition with many other 
potential obstacles. It should not be expected that faculty 
and staff are skilled in these areas and can effectively 
assist students with these issues.  Training for faculty in 
these areas could be an important component of any 
institutional persistence program. 
Likewise, a student’s academic and social integration 
into a university community can be strongly influenced by 
having an advisor or mentor (Tinto, 1993). The data from 
this study suggests that students have a strong desire to 
acquire information and assistance about all aspects of 
their college experience. Faculty mentoring programs have 
been found to increase student retention and graduation 
136 
rates (Campbell & Campbell, 1997). Karp, Hughes, and O’Gara 
(2010) have put forth the notion of “information networks” 
which they define as the social ties that allow the student 
to learn institutional procedures and practices. The 
investigators reported on the relationships between faculty 
members who teach Student Success courses at two urban 
community colleges in the Northeast. Students in the study 
reported that they saw their faculty member as a resource 
for guidance and support even after the Student Success 
course ended. Brier, Hirschy, and Braxton (2008) report on 
an administrative practice implemented within the College 
of Education at Vanderbilt University. The program, called 
the Strategic Retention Initiative (SRI), focuses on first 
year students who as noted in the literature are at the 
greatest risk of dropping out as they begin their 
university studies. The dean of students is charged with 
calling each new student during the initial stages of each 
fall semester and then again in the spring semester. The 
brief call focuses on the student’s experiences at the 
university and asks the student about their academic and 
social transitions as well as the types of activities, 
organizations, and services in which they are involved. 
Depending on the student responses, the dean may make 
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referrals, offer encouragement, or schedule a follow-up 
meeting for additional assistance. While noting that they 
cannot prove causality, the authors report that first to 
second year retention has increased from 88% to 95%. 
Training programs aimed at helping faculty develop these 
skills need increased development and implementation. 
As supported by the findings of this study, faculty 
mentoring may be an especially effective tool for minority 
students. A number of studies have found that Hispanic 
students who have a mentor are more likely to persist 
(Bordes & Arredondo, 2005; Torres & Hernandez, 2009). 
Torres, Reiser, LePeau, Davis, and Ruder (2006) reported 
that many Hispanic students lack information that enables 
them to navigate the college environment successfully and 
do not know when they should ask questions or seek 
additional information. These programs should not be 
limited to faculty and should also be offered to all 
university staff that interacts with students. 
Implications for changes and enhancement in practice 
for DeVry University are suggested by the findings of this 
study. First, programs that focus on students who score 
high on the dropout proneness scale should be developed and 
implemented. Second, support programs should be enhanced 
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and delivered to students who feel that they will have 
significant academic difficulties. Building on the 
receptivity that students report they have for guidance and 
information focusing on academic assistance and career 
planning, the institution should develop and implement 
outreach programs that can be proactively offered to all 
students. Third, programs focusing on financial security 
and literacy need to be implemented. These programs should 
include components that identify options for students that 
will allow them to work fewer hours while they are enrolled 
in school. Fourth, outreach efforts aimed at male students 
need to be developed and implemented. Fifth, the continued 
use of the CSI-B in its current form should be reviewed and 
analyzed for effectiveness.  Other available alternatives 
including the development of a DeVry specific instrument 
should be considered. Finally, and perhaps most important, 
faculty development and training programs that support the 
role of faculty as the key link for delivering the 
information about programs detailed above should be a 
priority for the institution.   
Limitations 
A limitation of this study was the lack of interviews 
completed with individuals who dropped out from school. 
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Although several attempts were made to contact these 
individuals and modifications to the recruitment process 
made, the researcher was unable to secure any participants 
who had dropped out. While not an unusual occurrence in 
research studies focusing on college persistence, this does 
limit the generalization of the results. 
Summary 
The purpose of this study was to identify those 
factors that differentiated for-profit college students who 
persisted into a second session of study from those who 
dropped out. A mixed methods research design consisting of 
three strands was utilized. Student’s self-reported dropout 
proneness, predicted academic difficulty, attitudes toward 
educators, sense of financial security, and verbal 
confidence differentiated those who persisted in their 
studies from those who dropped out. Two demographic 
variables, gender and number of hours worked while enrolled 
in school, also proved to differentiate between those 
students who persisted from those who did not. Several 
themes emerged from the interview data collected. 
Participants noted that financial concerns were the biggest 
issues that they felt would impede their success in 
college. A second concern was how they would balance the 
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demands of college with the demands of their lives. A lack 
of knowledge about how colleges operate was cited as 
another barrier faced by students. College staff and 
faculty support were reported to be the most significant 
supports reported by those interviewed. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
COLLEGE GRADUATION OPINION SURVEY 
 
 
As you know, students enroll in college for many reasons. 
Many students eventually graduate from college while others 
do not. This survey is part of an investigation to discover 
some of the reasons why students enroll and then drop out 
from college. Specifically, we are interested in your 
personal opinions regarding graduating from college. By 
graduating from college, we mean being admitted, attending 
classes and completing all program and degree requirements. 
Please read each question carefully and answer it to the 
best of your ability. There are no correct or incorrect 
responses; we are merely interested in your personal point 
of view. 
 
Please enter the date and D# in the designated space above. 
Your D# is needed for a possible follow-up survey. However, 
all responses to this survey are completely confidential. 
The instructor of this course has nothing to do with this 
study and will not see your responses. All identifying 
information (your D #) will be removed from this 
questionnaire and destroyed as soon as all data has been 
collected. Please be assured that the information you 
provide in this study will have no effect on your grade or 
your enrollment status. 
 
THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS SURVEY! 
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Instructions 
 
The questions in this survey make use of rating scales with 
7 places – please cross out the box that best describes 
your opinion. For example, if you were asked to rate “the 
weather in South Florida” on such a scale, the question 
would look like this: 
 
The weather in South Florida is: 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
If you think the weather in South Florida is extremely 
good, then you would cross out the first box, as follows: 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
If you think the weather in South Florida is quite bad, 
then you would cross out the sixth box, as follows: 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
If you think the weather in South Florida is slightly good, 
then you would cross out the third box, as follows: 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
If you think the weather in South Florida is neither good 
nor bad, then you would cross out the fourth box, as 
follows:  
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
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In making your ratings, please remember the following 
points: 
• Be sure to answer all items – do not omit any 
• Do not cross out more than one box for any question 
Please answer each of the following questions by circling 
the number that best describes your opinion. Some of the 
questions may appear to be similar, but they do address 
somewhat different issues. Please read each question 
carefully. 
 
• For me to gain a better understanding of what is 
required to graduate from college is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• For me to do well and complete my college degree is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• For me to have an opportunity to interact with the 
instructor and other students in this class is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• For me to graduate and get a good job is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• For me to keep up with my studies in this class is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
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• For me to develop good study habits, self-discipline, 
and a feeling of self-satisfaction is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• Getting my money’s worth while I am in school is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• For me to graduate from college is 
 
Extremely 
positive 
Quite 
positive 
Slightly 
positive 
Neither 
positive 
or 
negative 
Slightly 
negative 
Quite 
negative 
Extremely 
negative 
 
• Most people who are important to me think that 
graduating from college is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• Whether or not I graduate from school is completely up 
to me 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
 
• I am confident that if I want to I can graduate from 
college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
 
• It is expected of me that I graduate from college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
159 
 
• I will make an effort to graduate from college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
 
• For me to graduate from college is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• Most people whose opinions I value approve my going to 
college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
 
• For me to attend college is 
 
Extremely 
Good 
Quite 
Good 
Slightly 
Good 
Neither 
good or 
bad 
Slightly 
bad 
Quite 
bad 
Extremely 
bad 
 
• Generally speaking, how much do you care what your 
instructors think you should do? 
 
Extremely 
Important 
Quite 
Important 
Slightly 
Important 
Neither 
important 
or 
unimportant 
Slightly 
unimportant 
Quite 
unimportant 
Extremely 
unimportant 
 
• Generally speaking, how much do you care what your 
parents thing you should do? 
 
Extremely 
Important 
Quite 
Important 
Slightly 
Important 
Neither 
important 
or 
unimportant 
Slightly 
unimportant 
Quite 
unimportant 
Extremely 
unimportant 
• Generally speaking, how much do you care what your 
close friends think you should do? 
 
Extremely 
Important 
Quite 
Important 
Slightly 
Important 
Neither 
important 
or 
unimportant 
Slightly 
unimportant 
Quite 
unimportant 
Extremely 
unimportant 
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• Generally speaking, how much do you care what your 
classmates think you should do? 
 
Extremely 
Important 
Quite 
Important 
Slightly 
Important 
Neither 
important 
or 
unimportant 
Slightly 
unimportant 
Quite 
unimportant 
Extremely 
unimportant 
 
• How often do you encounter unanticipated events that 
place demands on your time? 
 
Extremely 
Often 
Quite 
Often 
Slightly 
Often 
Neither 
often 
or 
never 
Sometimes Hardly 
ever 
Never 
 
• How often do you feel ill, tired or listless? 
 
Extremely 
Often 
Quite 
Often 
Slightly 
Often 
Neither 
often 
or 
never 
Sometimes Hardly 
ever 
Never 
 
• How often do family obligations place unanticipated 
demands on your time? 
 
Extremely 
Often 
Quite 
Often 
Slightly 
Often 
Neither 
often 
or 
never 
Sometimes Hardly 
ever 
Never 
 
• How often does work or employment place unanticipated 
demands on your time? 
 
Extremely 
Often 
Quite 
Often 
Slightly 
Often 
Neither 
often 
or 
never 
Sometimes Hardly 
ever 
Never 
 
• How often do other courses place heavy demands on your 
time? 
 
Extremely 
Often 
Quite 
Often 
Slightly 
Often 
Neither 
often 
or 
never 
Sometimes Hardly 
ever 
Never 
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• The instructors for my courses think that I should 
graduate from college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
 
• My parents think that I should graduate from college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
 
• My close friends think that I should graduate from 
college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
 
• My classmates think that I should graduate from 
college 
 
Extremely 
True 
Quite 
True 
Slightly 
True 
Neither 
true or 
false 
Slightly 
false 
Quite 
false 
Extremely 
false 
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APPENDIX B 
 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview 
about your experiences in college. The purpose of this 
interview is to learn what obstacles and supports you 
encountered during your first session of study at DeVry. I 
will begin with some general questions about you and then 
we will start talking about your college experiences. 
 
 
 
• Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
• First, I am going to ask you some questions about your 
background: 
 
o Tell me about your family?  
o How would you describe your ethnic heritage? 
o What program were you (are you) enrolled in? 
o How old are you? 
o Is this the first time you have attended a 
college or University? 
 
•  Now, I’d like to ask you some questions about 
college: 
 
o Tell me about your college experience at DeVry? 
o What was DeVry like? 
o What was your first session like? 
o Tell me about your classes, your teachers, your 
coursework, etc. 
 
• Let’s talk a little about how you decided to attend 
college: 
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o Tell me about your decision to attend college. 
o What did you know about college prior to 
attending? 
o How long have you been considering attending 
college? 
o What factors led you to think about college? 
o Which individuals influenced your decision about 
attending college? 
o What were your goals when you decided to attend 
college? 
o Why did you choose DeVry?   
 
• Everybody has concerns when they enter college: 
 
o Tell me how you felt about your academic skills? 
o Tell me how you handled work and school at the 
same time? 
o Tell me about your plans to finance your 
education? 
o How do you feel about your decision to enroll in 
college? 
o What were you feeling when you started school? 
o Additional probes based on CSI report. 
 
• Supports encountered during college: 
 
o Who helped you during your first session? 
o Why were they helpful? 
o What programs have helped you during your first 
session? 
o Why was it helpful? 
o Did you seek out support? 
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o What helped you the most during your first 
session? 
o What helped you the least during your first 
session? 
 
• Barriers encountered during college: 
 
o What barriers have you encountered during your 
first session? 
 Were you able to overcome this barrier? 
• How? 
• What would have helped you overcome 
this barrier? 
• Did this barrier influence your 
decision to continue? 
 
• What you think has been the most important things that 
have kept you motivated to continue college? 
 
• [Ask this question if the participant has stopped 
attending] What are the reasons you think made you 
stop attending college? 
 
• Do you think you will return to college at a later 
point? 
 
• What things would you recommend that a student do when 
deciding about whether to attend college? 
 
• What things would you recommend that a student do that 
would help them stay in school? 
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• Is there anything else you think I should know about 
your college experience? 
 
• Do you have any questions before we end? 
 
 
 
Thank you very much for participating in this study. 
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APPENDIX C 
Consent to Participate in a Research Study 
 
Factors That Differentiate Persistence Beyond the First 
Session at a For-Profit University. 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research 
study.  The investigator of this study is Jesus Fernandez, 
a student at FIU. The study will include about 6 people who 
are enrolled at DeVry University.  Your participation will 
require 1 to 2 hours of your time.  
  
The purpose of this research study is to discover what 
factors encourage or hinder students to continue their 
studies at universities like DeVry.  If you decide to be a 
part of this study you will be asked to participate in an 
interview with the principal investigator.  The 
investigator will ask you about your experiences during 
your first session at DeVry. 
 
We do not expect any harm to you be being in the 
study.  You may skip any question that you do not wish to 
answer.  If you get upset or feel discomfort during the 
interview, you may ask to take a break.  There is no cost 
or payment to you as a subject.  You will not  directly 
benefit from being in the study, however, your 
participation will assist the researcher in gathering 
knowledge in this area of study. 
 
Your answers will be confidential and will be 
identified by a random code not your name or D#.  Your data 
will be compared to the data of other participants and will 
only be viewed by the primary investigator.  The research 
results will be presented as a group.  You may ask 
questions about the study at any time.  You may withdraw 
your consent and discontinue participation in this research 
project at any time with no negative consequences.  All 
information pertaining to this study and your participation 
will be kept in a locked file drawer. 
 
You have the right to ask questions and to have them 
answered to your satisfaction.  If you desire further 
information about this research, you may contact Jesus 
Fernandez at (954) 438-5670.  If you feel you were 
mistreated or would like to talk with someone about being a 
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volunteer participant in this study you may contact Marylou 
Lasater, the Director of Institutional Research at DeVry 
University at (630) 953-3615. Your signature below 
indicates that all questions have been answered to your 
liking.  You are aware of your rights and you would like to 
be in the study. 
 
 
 
 
Signature of Participant   Printed Name  
 Date 
 
I have explained the research procedure, subject rights and 
answered questions asked by the participant.  I have 
offered him/her a copy of this informed consent form. 
 
 
 
 
Signature of Witness        
 Date 
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